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OPINIONS OF AUTHORS 

Libraries are as the shrines where all the relics of the 
ancient saints, ftill of true virtue, and that without delusion 
or imposture, are preserved and reposed. — Bacon, Advance- 
ment of Learning. 

We visit at the shrine, drink in some measure of the in- 
spiration, and cannot easily breathe in the other air less pure, 
accustomed to immortal fruits. — Hazlitt, Plain Speaker. 

What a place to be in is an old library! It seems as 
though all the souls of all the writers that have bequeathed 
their labours to the Bodleian were reposing here as in some 
dormitory or middle state. I seem to inhale learning, 
walking amid their foliage; and the odour of their old moth- 
scented coverings is fragrant as the first bloom of the sciential 
apples which grew around the happy orchard. — Charles 
Lamb, Oxford in the Long Vacation. 

My neighbours think me often alone, and yet at such times 
I am in company with more than five htindred mutes, each 
of whom commtmicates his ideas to me by dumb signs quite 
as intelligibly as any person living can do by uttering of 
words; and with a motion of my hand I can bring them as 
near to me as I please; I handle them as I like; they never 
complain of ill-usage; and when dismissed from my presence, 
though ever so abruptly, take no offence. — Sterne, Letters. 

In a library we are surrotinded by many htindreds of dear 
friends imprisoned by an enchanter in paper and leathern 
boxes. — Emerson, Books, Society, and Solitude. 

Nothing is pleasanter than exploring in a library. — Lan- 
dor, Pericles and Aspasia. 

I never come into a library (saith Heinsius) but I bolt the 
door to me, excluding lust, ambition, avarice, and all such 
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vices whose ntirse is idleness, the mother of ignorance and 
melancholy herself; and in the very lap of eternity, among 
so many divine sotils, I take my seat with so lofty a spirit and 
sweet content that I pity all our great ones and rich men that 
know not their happiness. — Burton, Anatomy of Melan- 
choly. 

I do not know that I am happiest when alone; but this I 
am sure of, that I am never long even in the society of her I 
love without a yearning for the company of my lamp and my 
utterly confused and tumbled-over library. — Byron, Moore's 
Life. 

Montesquieu used to say that he had never known a pain 
or a distress that he cotdd not soothe by half an hour of a 
good book. — John Morley, On Popular Culture. 

There is no truer word than that of Solomon : "There is no 
end of making books"; the sight of a great library verifies 
it; there is no end — indeed, it were pity there should be. — 
Bishop Hall. 

You that are genuine Athenians, devour with a golden 
Epicurism the arts and sciences, the spirits and extractions 
of authors. — Culverwell, Light of Nature. 

He hath never fed of the dainties that are bred in a book; 
he hath not eat paper, as it were; he hath not dnmk ink; his 
intellect is not replenished; he is only an animal, only sen- 
sible in the dtiller parts. — Shakespeare, Love's Labour *s 
Lost. 

I have wondered at the patience of the antediluvians; 
their libraries were insufficiently furnished; how then could 
seven or eight hundred years of life be supi)ortable? — 
CowPER, Life and Letters by Southey. 

Unconfused Babel of all tongues! which e'er 

The mighty linguist Fame or Time the mighty traveller, 

That cotdd speak or this cotdd hear! • 

Majestic monument and p3n:amid! 
Where still the shapes of parted souls abide 
Embalmed in verse; exalted sotds which now 
Enjoy those arts they wooed so well below, 
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Which now all wonders plainly see 

That have been, are, or are to be 
In the ni3^terious Library, 
The beatific Bodley of the Deity! 

Cowley, Ode an ihe Bodleian. 

This to a structure led well known to fame, 

And called, "The Monument of Vanished Minds," 
Where when they thought they saw in well-sought books 

The assembled souls of all that men thought wise, 
It bred such awftd reverence in their looks. 

As if they saw the buried writers rise. 
Such heaps of written thought; gold of the dead. 

Which Time does still disperse but not devour, 
Made them presume all was from deluge freed 

Which long-lived authors writ ere Noah's shower. 

Davenant, Gandibert 

Books are not absolutely dead things, but do contain a 
progeny of life in them, to be as active as that soul whose 
progeny they are; nay, they do preserve as in a vial the 
purest efficacy and extraction of that living intellect that 
bred them. — Milton, Areopagitica, 

Nor is there any paternal fondness which seems to savour 
less of absolute instinct, and which may be so well reconciled 
to worldly wisdom, as this of authors for their books. These 
children may most truly be called the riches of their father, 
and many of them have with true filial piety fed their parent 
in his old age; so that not only the affection but the interest 
of the author may be highly injured by those slanderers whose 
poisonous breath brings his book to an untimely end. — 
Fielding, Tom Jones. 

We whom the world is pleased to honour with the title of 
modem authors should never have been able to compass our 
great design of everlasting remembrance and never-d3dng 
fame if our endeavotirs had not been so highly serviceable to 
the general good of mankind. — Swift, Tale of a Tub. 

A good library always makes me melancholy, where the 
best author is as much squeezed and as obscure as a porter 
at a coronation. — Swift. 
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In my youth I never entered a great library but my pre- 
dominant feeling was one of pain and disturbance of mind 
' — ^not much tinlike that which drew tears from Xerxes on 
viewing his immense army, and reflecting that in one htmdred 
years not one soul would remain alive. To me, with respect to 
books, the same effect would be brought about by my own 
death. Here, said I, are one htindred thousand books, the 
worst of them capable of giving me some instruction and 
pleasure; and before I can have had time to extract the 
honey from one-twentieth of this hive in all likelihood I shall 
be summoned away. — De Quincey, Letter to a young man, 

A man may be judged by his library. — Bentham. 

I ever look upon a Hbrary with the reverence of a temple. — 
Evelyn, to Wotton. 

"Father, I should like to learn to make gold." "And 
what would'st thou do if thou could 'st make it? " " Why, I 
would build a great house and fill it with books." — Southey, 
Doctor. 

What would you have more? A wife? That is none of 
the indispensable requisites of life. Books? That is one of 
them, and I have more than I can use. — David Hume, Bur- 
ton's ''Lifer 

Talk of the happiness of getting a great prize in the lottery! 
What is that to opening a box of books ? The joy upon lifting 
up the cover must be something like that which we shall feel 
when Peter the porter opens the door upstairs, and says, 
"Please to walk in. Sir." — Southey, Life. 

I would rather be a poor man in a garret with plenty of 
books than a king who did not love reading. — Macaulay. 

Our books ... do not our hearts hug them, and quiet 
themselves in them even more than in God? — Baxter, 
Saint's Rest 

It is our duty to live among books. Newman, Tracts for 
the Times, No. 2. 

What lovely things books are! — Buckle, Life by Huth. 

(Query) Whether the collected wisdom of all ages and 
nations be not found in books? — Berkeley, Querist. 
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Read we must, be writers ever so indifferent. — Shaftes- 
bury, Characteristics. 

It 's mighty hard to write nowadaj^ without getting some- 
thing or other worth Kstening to into your essay or your 
volimie. The foolishest book is a kind of leaky boat on a 
sea of wisdom; some of the wisdom will get in anyhow. — 
O. W. Holmes, Poet at the Breakfast Table. 

I adopted the tolerating measure of the elder Pliny — 
"nullimi esse librum tam malum ut non in aliqua parte pro- 
desset. ' ' — Gibbon, Autobiography. 

A book 's a book, although there 's nothing in *t. — Byron, 
English Bards and Scotch Reviewers. 

While you converse with lords and dtakes, 
I have their betters here, my books; 
Fixed in an elbow chair at ease 
I choose companions as I please. 
I 'd rather have one single shelf 
Than all my friends, except yourself. 
For, after all that can be said. 
Our best companions are the dead. 

Sheridan to Swift. 

We often hear of people who will descend to any servility, 
subn:iit to any insult for the sake of getting themselves or 
their children into what is euphemistically called good so- 
ciety. Did it ever occur to them that there is a select society 
of all the centuries to which they and theirs can be admitted 
for the asking? — Lowell, Speech at Chelsea. 

On all sides are we not driven to the conclusion that of all 
things which men can do or make here below, by far the most 
mottientous, wonderful, and worthy are the things we call 
books? For, indeed, is it not verily the highest act of man's 
faculty that produces a book? It is the thought of man. 
The true thaumaturgic virtue by which man marks all things 
whatever. All that he does and brings to pass is the vesture 
of a book. — Carlyle, Hero Worship. 

Yet it is just 
That here in memory of all books which lay 
Their sure fotindations in the heart of man. 
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That I shotdd here assert their rights, assert 
Their honours, and shotdd, once for all, pronounce 
Their benediction, speak of them as powers 
For ever to be hallowed; only less 
For what we are and what we may become 
Than Nature's self, which is the breath of God 
Or His pure word by miracle revealed. 

Wordsworth, Prelude, 

Take me to some lofty room, 

Lighted from the western sky. 
Where no glare dispels the gloom, 

Till the golden eve is nigh; 
Where the works of searching thought, 

Chosen books, may still impart 
What the wise of old have taught. 

What has tried the meek of heart; 
Books in long dead tongues that stirred 

Loving hearts in other climes; 
TelHng to my eyes, tmheard, 

Glorious deeds of olden times: 
Books that purify the thought, 

Spirits of the learned dead. 
Teachers of the little taught. 

Comforters when friends are fled. 

Barnes, Poems of Rural Life, 

A library is like a butcher's shop; it contains plenty of 
meat, but it is all raw; no person living can find a meal in it 
till some good cook comes along and sajrs, ** Sir, I see by your 
looks that you are hungry; I know your taste; be patient for 
a moment and you shall be satisfied that you have an excel- 
lent appetite!" — G. Ellis, Lockharfs *' Scott," 

A library is itself a cheap university. — H. Sidgwick, 
Political Economy, 

O such a life as he resolved to live 

Once he had mastered all that books can |ivel 

Browning. 

I will bury mjrself in my books and the devil may pipe to 
his own. — ^Tennyson. 

Words! words! words! — Shakespeare. 
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De Foe's Novels 

According to the high authority of Charles 
Lamb, it has sometimes happened **that from no 
inferior merit in the rest, but from some superior 
good fortune in the choice of a subject, some 
single work'' (of a particular author) "shall have 
been suffered to eclipse, and cast into the shade, 
the deserts of its less fortunate brethren/' And 
after quoting the case of Bunyan's Holy War, 
as compared with the Pilgrim's Progress, he adds 
that, ** in no instance has this excluding partiality 
been exerted with more unfairness than against 
what may be termed the secondary novels or 
romances of De Foe.'* He proceeds to declare 
that there are at least four other fictitious nar- 
ratives by the same writer — Roxana, Singleton, 
Moll Flanders, and Colonel Jack — which possess 
an interest not inferior to Robinson Crusoe — 
''except what results from a less felicitous choice 
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of situation." Granting most unreservedly that 
the same hand is perceptible in the minor novels 
as in Robinson Crusoe, and that they bear at every 
page the most unequivocal symptoms of De Foe's 
workmanship, I venture to doubt the ** partiality" 
and the **tmfaimess" of preferring to them their 
more popular rival. The instinctive judgment 
of the world is not really biassed by anything 
except the intrinsic power exerted by a book over 
its sympathies; and as in the long run it has 
honoured Robinson Crusoe, in spite of the critics, 
and has comparatively neglected Roxana and 
the companion stories, there is probably some 
good cause for the distinction. The apparent 
injustice to books resembles what we often see in 
the case of men. A. B. becomes Lord Chan- 
cellor, whilst C. D. remains for years a briefless 
barrister; and yet for the life of us we cannot 
tell but that C. D. is the abler man of the two. 
Perhaps he was wanting in some one of the less 
conspicuous elements that are essential to a suc- 
cessful career; he said **Open, wheat!" instead 
of **Open, sesame!" and the barriers remained 
unaffected by his magic. The secret may really 
be simple enough. The complete success of such 
a book as Robinson implies, it may be, the pre- 
cise adaptation of the key to every ward of the 
lock. The felicitous choice of situation to which 



De Foe's Novels 3 

Lamb refers gave just the required fitness; and 
it is of little use to plead that Roxana, Colonel 
Jack, and others might have done the same 
trick if only they had received a little filing, or 
some slight change in shape : a shoemaker might 
as well argue that if you had only one toe less his 
shoes would n*t pinch you. 

To leave the unsatisfactory ground of meta- 
phor, we may fmd out, on examination, that De 
Foe had discovered in Robinson Crusoe precisely 
the field in which his talents could be most 
effectually applied ; and that a very slight altera- 
tion in the subject-matter might change the 
merit of his work to a disproportionate extent. 
The more special the idiosyncrasy upon which a 
man's literary success is founded, the greater, 
of course, the probability that a smaU change will 
disconcert him. A man who can only perfonn 
upon the drum will have to wait for certain com- 
binations of other instruments before his special 
talent can be turned to account. Now, the talent 
in which De Foe surpasses all other writers is 
just one of those peculiar gifts which must wait 
for a favourable chance. When a gentleman, in 
a fairy story, has a power of seeing a hundred 
miles, or covering seven leagues at a stride, we 
know that an opportunity will speedily occur for 
putting his faculties to use. But the gentleman 
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with the seven-leagued boots is useless when the 
occasion offers itself for telescopic vision, and the 
eyes are good for nothing without the power 
of locomotion. To De Foe, if we may imitate 
the language of the Arabian Nights, was given a 
tongue to which no one cotdd listen without 
believing every word that he uttered — a quali- 
fication, by the way, which wotild serve its owner 
far more effectually in this commonplace world 
than swords of sharpness or cloaks of darkness 
or other fairy paraphernalia. In other words, 
he had the most marvellous power ever known of 
giving verisimilitude to his fictions; or, in other 
words again, he had the most amazing talent on 
record for telling lies. We have all read how the 
History of the Plague, the Memoirs of a Cavalier^ 
and even, it is said, Robinson Crusoe, have suc- 
ceeded in passing themselves off for veritable 
narratives. The Memoirs of Captain Carleton long 
passed for De Foe's, but the Captain has now 
gained admission to the biographical dictionary 
and is credited with his own memoirs. In either 
case, it is as characteristic that a genuine narrative 
should be attributed to De Foe, as that De Foe's 
narrative should be taken as genuine. An odd 
testimony to De Foe's powers as a liar (a word 
for which there is, unfortunately, no equivalent 
that does not imply some blame) has been men- 
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tloned, Mr. M'Queen, quoted in Captain Bur- 
ton's Nile Basin, names Captain Singleton as a 
genuine account of travels in Central Africa^ and 
seriously mentions De Foe's imaginary pirate as 
**a claimant for the honour of the discovery of 
the sources of the White Nile/' Probably, how- 
ever, this only proves that Mr, M'Queen had 
never read the book. 

Most of the literary artifices to which De Foe 
owed his power of producing this illusion are 
sufficiently plain. Of all the fictions which he 
succeeded in palming off for truths none is more 
instructive than that admirable ghost, Mrs. Veal, 
Like the sonnets of some great poets, it contains 
in a few lines all the essential peculiarities of his 
artp and an admirable commentary has been 
appended to it by Sir Walter Scott, The first 
device which strikes us is his ingenious plan 
for manufacturing corroborative evidence. The 
ghost appears to Mrs. Bargrave. The story of 
the apparition is told by a " very sober and under- 
standing gentlewoman, who lives within a few 
doors of Mrs, Bargrave ; ' ' and the character of 
this sober gentlewoman is supported by the 
testimony of a justice of the peace at Maid- 
stone, * * a very intelligent person , ' ' This elaborate 
chain of evidence is intended to divert our atten- 
tion from the obvious circumstance that the 
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whole story rests upon the authority of the 
anonymous person who tells us of the sober 
gentlewoman, who supports Mrs. Bargrave, and 
is confirmed by the intelligent justice. Simple as 
the artifice appears, it is one which is constantly 
used in supernatural stories of the present day. 
One of those improving legends tells how a ghost 
appeared to two ofiicers in Canada, and how, 
subsequently, one of the ofiicers met the ghost's 
twin brother in London, and straightway ex- 
claimed, **You are the person who appeared to 
me in Canada!" Many people are diverted 
from the weak part of the story by this ingenious 
confirmation, and, in their surprise at the co- 
herence of the narrative, forget that the narrative 
itself rests upon entirely anonjnmous evidence. 
A chain is no stronger than its weakest link; 
but if you show how admirably the last few are 
imited together, half the world will forget to test 
the security of the equally essential links which 
are kept out of sight. De Foe generally repeats 
a similar trick in the prefaces of his fictions. 
** 'T is certain," he says, in the Memoirs of a Cava- 
lier, ** no man could have given a description of 
his retreat from Marston Moor to Rochdale, and 
thence over the moors to the North, in so apt and 
proper terms, imless he had really travelled over 
the ground he describes," which, indeed, is quite 
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true, but by no means proves that the journey 
was made by a fugitive from that particular 
battle. He separates himself more ostentatiously 
from the supposititious author by praising his 
admirable manner of relating the memoirs, and 
the "wonderful variety of incidents with which 
they are beautified;" and, with admirable im- 
pudence, assures us that they are written in so 
soldieriy a style, that it ''seems impossible any 
but the very person who was present in every 
action here related was the relater of them." 
In the preface to Roxana, he acts, with equal 
spirit, the character of an impartial person, 
giving us the evidence on which he is himself 
convinced of the truth of the story, as though 
he would, of all things, refrain from pushing us 
unfairly for our belief. The writer, he says, 
took the story from the lady's own mouth: he 
was, of course, obliged to disguise names and 
places; but was himself ** particularly acquainted 
with this lady's first husband, the brewer, and 
with his father, and also with his bad circum- 
stances, and knows that first part of the story." 
The rest we must, of course, take upon the lady's 
own evidence, but less tmwillingly, as the first is 
thus corroborated. We cannot venture to sug- 
gest to so^ cahn a witness that he has invented 
both the lady and the writer of her history; and, 
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in short, that when he says that A. says that B. 
says something, it is, after all, merely the anony- 
mous **he'' who is speaking. In giving us his 
authority for Moll Flanders, he ventures upon 
the more refined art of throwing a little discredit 
upon the narrator's veracity. She professes to 
have abandoned her evil ways, but, as he tells 
us with a kind of aside, and as it were cautioning 
us against over-incredulity, **it seems" (a phrase 
itself suggesting the impartial looker-on) that in 
her old age **she was not so extraordinary a 
penitent as she was at first; it seems only" (for, 
after all, you must n't make too much of my in- 
sinuations) "that indeed she always spoke with 
abhorrence of her former life." So we are left 
in a qualified state of confidence, as if we had 
been talking about one of his patients with the 
wary director of a reformatory. 

This last touch, which is one of De Foe's favour- 
ite expedients, is most fully exemplified in the 
story of Mrs. Veal. The author affects to take us 
into his confidence, to make us privy to the pros 
and cons in regard to the veracity of his own 
characters, tiU we are quite disarmed. The sober 
gentlewoman vouches for Mrs. Bargrave; but 
Mrs. Bargrave is by no means allowed to have it 
all her own way. One of the ghost's communica- 
tions related to the disposal of a certain sum of 
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loL a year, of which Mrs. Bargrave, according 
to her own account, could have known nothing, 
except by this supernatural intervention. Mrs, 
Vears friends, however, tried to throw doubt upon 
the story of her appearance, considering that it 
was disreputable for a decent woman to go abroad 
after her death. One of them, therefore, declared 
that Mrs. Bargrave was a liar, and that she had^ 
in fact, known of the 10^. beforehand. On the 
other hand, the person who thus attacked Mrs. 
Bargrave had himself the "reputation of a notori- 
ous liar." Mr, Veal, the ghost's brother, was too 
much of a gentleman to make such gross imputa- 
tions. He confined himself to the more moderate 
assertion that Mrs. Bargrave had been crazed by 
a bad husband. He maintained that the story 
must be a mist^e, because, just before her death, 
his sister had declared that she had nothing to 
dispose of. Tliis statement, however, may be 
reconciled with the ghost's remarks about the 
lol.j because she obviously mentioned such a 
trifle merely by way of a token of the reality of 
her appearance. Mr. Veal, indeed, makes rather 
a better point by stating that a certain purse of 
gold mentioned by the ghost was found, not in 
the cabinet where she told Mrs. Bargrave that she 
had placed it, but in a comb-box. Yet, again, 
Mr. Veal's statement is here rather suspicious, for 
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it is known that Mrs. Veal was very particular 
about her cabinet, and would not have let her 
gold out of it. We are left in some doubts by 
this conflict of evidence, although the obvious 
desire of Mr. Veal to throw discredit on the story 
of his sister's appearance rather inclines us to 
believe in Mrs. Bargrave's story, who could have 
had no conceivable motive for inventing such a 
fiction. The argument is finally clenched by a 
decisive coincidence. The ghost wears a silk 
dress. In the course of a long conversation she 
incidentally mentioned to Mrs. Bargrave that this 
was a scoured silk, newly made up. When Mrs. 
Bargrave reported this remarkable circumstance 
to a certain Mrs. Wilson, "You have certainly 
seen her," exclaimed that lady, *'for none knew 
but Mrs. Veal and myself that the gown had been 
scoured." To this crushing piece of evidence it 
seems that neither Mr. Veal nor the notorious liar 
could invent any sufficient reply. 

One can almost fancy De Foe chuckling as he 
concocted the refinements of this most marvellous 
narrative. The whole artifice is, indeed, of a 
simple kind. Lord Sunderland, according to 
Macaulay, once ingeniously defended himself 
against a charge of treachery, by asking whether 
it was possible that any man should be so base as 
to do that which he was, in fact, in the constant 
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habit of doing. De Foe asks us in substance, Is 
it conceivable that any man should tell stories so 
elaborate, so complex, with so many unnecessary 
details, with so many inclinations of evidence this 
way and that, unless the stories were true? We 
instinctively answer, that it is, in fact, inconceiv- 
able ; and, even apart from any such refinements 
as those noticed, the circumstantiality of the 
stories is quite sufficient to catch an unworthy 
critic. It is, indeed, perfectly easy to tell a story 
which shall be mistaken for a bond fide narrative, 
if only we are indifferent to such considerations as 
making it interesting or artistically satisfactory. 

The praise which has been lavished upon De 
Foe for the verisimilitude of his novels seems to 
be rather extravagant. The trick would be easy 
enough, if it were worth performing. The story- 
teller cannot be cross-examined; and if he is 
content to keep to the ordinary level of common- 
place facts, there is not the least difficulty in pro- 
ducing conviction. We recognise the fictitious 
character of an ordinary novel, because it makes 
a certain attempt at artistic unity, or because the 
facts are such as could obviously not be known 
to, or would not be told by, a real narrator, or 
possibly because they are inconsistent with other 
established facts. If a man chooses to avoid 
such obvious confessions of unreality, he can 
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easily be as lifelike as De Foe. I do not suppose 
that foreign correspondence of a newspaper is 
often composed in the Strand; but it is only 
because I believe that the honesty of writers in 
the press is far too great to allow them to commit 
a crime which must be speedily detected by inde- 
pendent evidence. Lying is, after all, the easiest 
of all things, if the liar be not too ambitious. A 
little clever circumstantiality will lull any incipi- 
ent suspicion ; and it must be added that De Foe, 
in adopting the tone of a bond fide narrator, not 
imfrequently overreaches himself. He forgets his 
dramatic position in his anxiety to be minute. 
Colonel Jack, at the end of a long career, tells us 
how one of his boyish companions stole certain 
articles at a fair, and gives us the list, of which 
this is a part: **5thly, a silver box, with js. in 
small silver; 6, a pocket-handkerchief; 7, another; 
8, a jointed baby, and little looking-glass." The 
affectation of extreme precision, especially in the 
charming item ** another," destroys the perspect- 
ive of the story. We are listening to a contem- 
porary, not to an old man giving us his fading 
recollections of a disreputable childhood. 

The peculiar merit, then, of De Foe must be 
sought in something more than the circumstantial 
nature of his lying, or even the ingenious artifices 
by which he contrives to corroborate his own nar- 
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rative. These, indeed, show the pleasure which 
he took in simulating truth; and he may very 
probably have attached undue importance to this 
talent in the infancy of novel-writing, as in the 
infancy of painting it was held for the greatest of 
triumphs when birds came and pecked at the 
grapes in a picture. It is curious, indeed, that 
De Foe and Richardson, the founders of our mod- 
em school of fiction, appear to have stumbled 
upon their discovery by a kind of accident. As 
De Foe's novels are simply history minus the 
facts, so Richardson's are a series of letters minus 
the correspondents. The art of novel -writing, 
like the art of cooking pigs in Lamb's most philo- 
sophical as well as humorous apologue, first ap- 
peared in its most cumbrous shape. As Hoti had 
to bum his cottage for every dish of pork, Rich- 
ardson and De Foe had to produce fiction at the 
expense of a close approach to falsehood. The. 
division between the art of lying and the art of 
fiction was not distinctly \Hsible to either; and, 
both suffer to some extent from the attempt to 1 
produce absolute illusion, where they should have 
been content with portraiture. And yet the de- 
fect is balanced by the vigour naturally connected 
with an unfliiichmg realism. That this power 
rested, in De Foe's case, upon something more 
than a bit of hterary trickery, may be inferred 
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from his fate in another department of author- 
ship. He twice got into trouble for a device 
exactly analogous to that which he afterwards 
practised in fiction. On both occasions he was 
punished for asstuning a character for purposes of 
mystification. In the latest instance, it is seen, 
the pamphlet called What if the Pretender Comesf 
was written in such obvious irony, that the mis- 
take of his intentions must have been wilful. 
The other and better-known performance. The 
Shortest Way with the Dissenters, seems really to 
have imposed upon some of his readers. It is 
diflScult in these days of toleration to imagine that 
any one can have taken the violent suggestions 
of the Shortest Way as put forward seriously. To 
those who might say that persecuting the Dis- 
senters was cruel, says De Foe: 

I answer, 't is cruelty to kill a snake or a toad in 
cold blood, but the poison of their nature makes it a 
charity to our neighbours to destroy those creatures, 
not for any personal injury received, but for preven- 
tion. . . . Serpents, toads, and vipers, &c., are 
noxious to the body, and poison the sensitive life: 
these poison the soul, corrupt our posterity, ensnare 
our children, destroy the vital of our happiness, our 
future felicity, and contaminate the whole mass. 

And he concludes: 

Alas, the Church of England! What with Popery 
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on the one hand, and schismatics on the other, how 
has she been crucified between two thieves! Now 
hi us crucify the thieves! Let her foundations be 
established upon the destruction of her enemies: the 
doors of mercy being always open to the returning 
part of the deluded people ; let the obstinate be ruled 
with a rod of iron ! 

It gives a pleasant impression of the spirit of 
the times, to remember that this could be taken 
for a genuine utterance of orthodoxy; that De 
Foe was imprisoned and pilloried, and had to write 
a serious protestation that it was only a joke, 
and that he meant to expose the non-juring party 
*by putting their secret wishes into plain English. 
*''Tis hard,'* he says, '*that this should not be 
perceived by all the town ; that not one man can 
see it, either Churchman or Dissenter." It cer- 
tainly was very hard ; but a perusal of the whole 
pamphlet may make it a degree more intelligible. 
Ironical writing of this kind is in substance a 
reductio ad absurdtim. It is a way of sajnng the 
logical result of your opinions is such or such a 
monstrous error. So long as the appearance of 
logic is preserved, the error cannot be stated too 
strongly. The attempt to soften the absurdity 
so as to take in an antagonist is injurious artist- 
ically, if it may be practically usefuL An iron- 
ical intention which is quite concealed might as 
well not exist. And thus the imscrupulous use 
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of the same weapon by Swift is now far more tell- 
ing than De Foe's comparatively guarded applica- 
tion of it. The artifice, however, is most skilfully 
carried out for the end which De Foe had in view. 
The Shortest Way begins with a comparative grav- 
ity to throw us off our guard; the author is not 
afraid of imitating a little of the dulness of his 
supposed antagonists, and repeats with all imag- 
inable seriousness the very taunts which a High 
Church bigot would in fact have used. It was 
not a sound defence of persecution to say that the 
Dissenters had been cruel when they had the 
upper hand, and that penalties imposed upon 
them were merely retaliation for injuries suffered 
under Cromwell and from Scottish Presbyterians ; 
but it was one of those topics upon which a hot- 
headed persecutor would naturally dwell, though 
De Foe gives him rather more forcible language 
than he would be likely to possess. It is only 
towards the end that the ironical purpose crops 
out in what we should have thought an unmis- 
takable manner. Few writers would have pre- 
served their incognito so long. The caricature 
would have been too palpable, and invited ridi- 
cule too ostentatiously. An impatient man soon 
frets under the mask and betrays his real strange- 
ness in the hostile camp. 

De Foe in fact had a peculiarity at first sight 
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less favourable to success in fiction thaji in con- 
troversy. Amongst the political writers of that 
age he was, on the whole, distinguished for good 
temper and an absence of violence. Although a 
party man, he was by no means a man to swallow 
the whole party platform. He walked on his own 
legs, and was not afraid to be called a deserter by 
more thorough-going partisans. The principles 
which he most ardently supported were those of 
reHgious toleration and hatred to every form of 
arbitrary power. Now, the intell^tual ground- 
work upon which such a character is formed has 
certain conspicuous merits, along with certain un- 
deniable weaknesses. Amongst the first may be 
reckoned a strong grasp of facts — which was de- 
veloped to an almost disproportionate degree in 
De Poe — and a resolution to see things as they 
are without the gloss which is contracted from 
strong party sentiment. He was one of those 
men of vigorous common-sense, who like to have 
everything down plainly and distinctly in good 
unmistakable black and white, and indulge a 
voracious appetite for facts and figures. He was, 
therefore, able — within the limits of his vision — 
to see things from both sides, and to take his 
adversaries* opinions as calmly as his own, so 
long, at least, as they dealt with the class of 
considerations with which he was accustomed to 

VOL, I. — a. 




J 



1 8 Hours in a Library 

deal ; for, indeed, there are certain regions of dis- 
cussion to which we cannot be borne on the wings 
of statistics, or even of common-sense. And this, 
the weak side of his intellect, is equally tmmis- 
takable. The matter-of-fact man may be com- 
pared to one who suffers from colour-blindness. 
Perhaps he may have a power of penetrating, and 
even microscopic vision ; but he sees everything, 
in his favourite black and white or grey, and 
loses all the delights of gorgeous, though it may 
be deceptive, colouring. One man sees every- 
thing in the forcible light and shade of Rem- 
brandt : a few heroes stand out conspicuously in 
a focus of brilliancy from a background of imper- 
fectly defined shadows, clustering round the centre 
in strange but picturesque confusion. To an- 
other, every figure is full of interest, with singular 
contrasts and sharply-defined f eattires ; the whole 
effect is somewhat spoilt by the want of perspect- 
ive and the perpetual sparkle and glitter; yet 
when we fix our attention upon any special part, 
it attracts us by its undeniable vivacity and vital- 
ity. To a third, again, the individual figures be- 
come dimmer, but he sees a slow and majestic 
procession of shapes imperceptibly developing 
into some harmonious whole. Men profess to 
reach their philosophical conclusions by some pro- 
cess of logic; but the imagination is the faculty 
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which furnishes the raw material upon which 
the logic is employed, and, unconsciously to its 
owners, determines, for the most part, the shape 
into which their theories will be motilded. Now, 
De Foe was above the ordinary standard, in so 
far as he did not, like most of us, see things merely 
as a blurred and inextricable chaos ; but he was 
below the great imaginative writers in the com- 
parative coldness and dry precision of his mental 
vision. To him the world was a vast picture, 
from which all confusion was banished; every- 
thing was definite, clear and precise as in a photo- 
graph ; as in a photograph, too, everything could 
be accurately measured, and the restdt stated in 
figures ; by the same parallel, there was a want of 
perspective, for the most distant objects were as 
precisely given as the nearest; and yet further, 
there was the same absence of the colouring which 
is caused in natural objects by light and heat, 
and in mental pictures by the fire of imaginative 
passion. The result is a product which is to 
Fielding or Scott what a portrait by a first-rate 
photographer is to one by Vandyke or Reynolds, 
though, perhaps, the peculiar qualifications which 
go to make a De Foe are almost as rare as those 
which form the more elevated artist. 

To illustrate this a little more in detail, one 
curious proof of the want of the passionate 
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element in De Foe's novels is the singular calm- 
ness with which he describes his villains. He al- 
ways looks at the matter in a purely business-like 
point of view. It is very wrong to steal, or break 
any of the commandments: partly because the 
chances are that it won't pay, and partly also 
because the devil will doubtless get hold of you 
in time. But a villain in De Foe is extremely 
like a virtuous person, only that, so to speak, he 
has unluckily backed the losing side. Thus, for 
example, Colonel Jack is a thief from his youth 
up ; Moll Flanders is a thief, and worse ; Roxana 
is a highly immoral lady, and is tmder some sus- 
picion of a most detestable murder ; and Captain 
Singleton is a pirate of the genuine buccaneering 
school. Yet we should really doubt, but for their 
own confessions, whether they have villainy 
enough amongst them to furnish an average 
pickpocket. Roxana occasionally talks about a 
hell within, and even has unpleasant dreams con- 
cerning "apparitions of devils and monsters, of 
falling into gulphs, and from oflE high and steep 
precipices." She has, moreover, excellent reasons 
for her discomfort, Still, in spite of a very errone- 
ous course of practice, her moral tone is all that 
can be desired. She discourses about the im- 
portance of keeping to the paths of virtue with 
the most exemplary punctuality, though she does 
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not find them convenient for her own personal 
use. Colonel Jack is a yoimg Arab of the streets 
—as it is fashionable to call them nowadays- 
sleeping in the ashes of a glass-house by night, 
and consorting with thieves by day. Still, the 
exemplary nature of his sentiments would go far 
to estabHsh Lord Palnierston's rather heterodox 
theory of the innate goodness of man. He talks 
like a book from his earliest infancy. He once 
forgets himself so far as to rob a couple of poor 
women on the highway instead of picking rich 
men's pockets; but his conscience pricks him so 
much that he cannot rest till he has restored the 
money. Captain Smgleton is a still more striking 
case: he is a pirate by trade, but with a strong 
resemblance to the ordinary British merchant in 
his habits of thought. He ultimately retires from 
a business in which the risks are too great for 
his taste, marries, and settles down quietly on his 
savings. There is a certain Quaker who joins his 
ship, really as a volunteer, but under a show of 
compulsion, in order to avoid the possible incon- 
veniences of a capture. The Quaker always ad- 
vises him in his difficulties in such a way as to 
avoid responsibihty. When they are in action 
with a Portuguese man-of-war, for example, the 
Quaker sees a chance of boarding, and, coming up 
to Singleton, says very calmly, ** Friend, what 



1 



22 Hours in a Library 

dost thou mean? why dost thou not visit thy 
neighbour in the ship, the door being open for 
thee?" This ingenious gentleman always pre- 
serves as much humanity as is compatible with 
his peculiar position, and even prevents certain 
negroes from being tortured into confession, on 
the tmanswerable ground that, as neither party 
understands a word of the other's language, the 
confession will not be to much pttrpose. **It is 
no compliment to my moderation," says Single- 
ton, **to say I was convinced by these reasons; 
and yet we had all much ado to keep our second 
lieutenant from murdering some of them to make 
them tell." 

Now, this humane pirate takes up pretty much 
the position which De Foe's villains generally 
occupy in good earnest. They do very objection- 
able things; but they always speak like steady 
respectable Englishmen, with an eye to the main 
chance. It is true that there is nothing more 
difficult than to make a villain tell his own story 
naturally; in a way, that is, so as to show at 
once the badness of the motive and the excuse 
by which the actor reconciles it to his own mind. 
De Foe is entirely deficient in this capacity of 
appreciating a character different from his own. 
His actors are merely so many repetitions of him- 
self placed under different circumstances and 




De Foe*s Novels 23 

committing crimes iii the way of business, as De 
Foe might himself have carried out a commercial 
transaction. From the outside they are perfect; 
they are evidently copied from the life ; and Cap- 
tain Singleton is himself a repetition of the cele- 
brated Captain Kidd, who indeed is mentioned in 
the novel. But of the state of mind which leads 
a man to be a pirate, and of the effects which it 
produces upon his morals, De Foe has either no 
notion or is, at least, totally incapable of giving 
us a representation. All which goes by the 
name of psychological analysis in modem fiction 
is totally alien to his art. He could, as we 
have said, show such dramatic power as may be 
implied in transporting himself to a different posi- 
tion, and looking at matters even from his adver- 
sary's point of view; but of the further power of 
appreciating his adversary's character he shows 
not the slightest trace. He looks at his actors 
from the outside, and gives us mth wonderful 
minutoiess all the details of their lives; but he 
never seems to remember that within the mechan- 
ism whose working he describes there is a soul 
very different from that of Daniel De Foe. Rather, 
he seems to see in mankind nothing but so many 
million Daniel De Foes; they are in all sorts of 
postures, and thrown into every variety of diffi- 
culty, but the stuff of which they are composed is 
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identical with that which he buttons into his own 
coat ; there is variety of form, but no colouring, 
in his pictures of life. 

We may ask again, therefore, what is the 
peculiar source of De Foe's power? He has little 
or no dramatic power, in the higher sense of the 
word, which implies sympathy with many charac- 
ters and varying tones of mind. If he had writ- 
ten Henry IV., Falstaff, and Hotspur, and Prince 
Hal would all have been as like each other as are 
generally the first and second murderer. Nor is 
the mere fact that he tells a story with a strange 
appearance of veracity sufficient ; for a story may 
be truth-like and yet deadly dull. Indeed, no 
candid critic can deny that this is the case with 
some of De Foe's narratives ; as, for example, the 
latter part of Colonel Jack, where the details of 
management of a plantation in Virginia are suffi- 
ciently uninteresting in spite of the minute finan- 
cial details. One device, which he occasionally 
employs with great force, suggests an occasional 
source of interest. It is generally reckoned as 
one of his most skilful tricks that in telling a story 
he ctinningly leaves a few stray ends, which are 
never taken up. Such is the well-known incident 
of Xury in Robinson Crusoe. This contrivance 
undoubtedly gives an appearance of authenticity, 
by increasing the resemblance to real narratives ; 




it is like the trick of artificially roughening a stone 
after it has been fixed into a building, to give it 
the appearance of being fresh from the quarry. 
De Foe, however, frequently extracts a more valu- 
able piece of service from these loose ends. The 
situation which has been most praised in De Foe's 
novels is that which occurs at the end of Roxana. 
Roxana, after a life of wickedness, is at last mar- 
ried to a substantial merchant. She has saved 
from the wages of sin the convenient sum of 
2,056/. a year, secured upon excellent mortgages. 
Her husband has 17,000/, in cash, after deducting 
a '* black article of 8,000 pistoles," due on ac- 
count of a certain lawsuit in Paris^ and 1,320/. a 
year in rent. There is a satisfaction about these 
definite sums which we seldom receive from the 
vague assertions of modem novelists. Unluckily, 
a girl turns up at this moment who shows great 
curiosity about Roxana's histoiy. It soon be- 
comes evident that she is, in fact, Roxana's 
daughter by a former and long since deserted 
husband; but she cannot be acknowledged with- 
out a revelation of her mother's subsequently 
most disreputable conduct* Now, Roxana has a 
devoted maid, who threatens to get rid, by fair 
means or foul, of this importunate daughter. 
Once she fails in her design, but confesses to her 
mistress that, if necessary, she will commit the 
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murder. Roxana professes to be terribly shocked, 
but yet has a desire to be relieved at almost any 
price from her tormentor. The maid thereupon 
disappears again; soon afterwards the daughter 
disappears too; and Roxana is left in terrible 
doubt, tormented by the opposing anxieties that 
her maid may have murdered her daughter, or 
that her daughter may have escaped and revealed 
the mother's true character. Here is a telling 
situation for a sensation novelist ; and the minute- 
ness with which the story is worked out, whilst 
we are kept in suspense, supplies the place of the 
ordinary rant; to say nothing of the increased 
effect due to apparent veracity, in which certainly 
few sensation novelists can even venture a dis- 
tant competition. The end of the story differs 
still more widely from modem art. Roxana has 
to go abroad with her husband, still in a state of 
doubt. Her maid after a time joins her, but 
gives no intimation as to the fate of the daughter ; 
and the story concludes by a simple statement 
that Roxana afterwards fell into well deserved 
misery. The mystery is certainly impressive; 
and Roxana is heartily afraid of the devil and 
the gallows, to say nothing of the chance of losing 
her fortune. Whether, as Lamb maintained, the 
conclusion in which the mystery is cleared up is 
a mere forgery, or was added by De Foe to satisfy 
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the ill-judged curiosity of his readers, I do not 
profess to decide. Certainly it rather spoils the 
story ; but in this, as in some other cases, one is 
often left in doubt as to the degree in which De 
Foe was conscious of his own merits. 

Another instance on a smaller scale of the 
effective employment of judicious silence, is an 
incident in Captain Singleton. The Quaker of our 
acquaintance meets with a Japanese priest who 
speaks a few words of English, and explains that 
he has leamt it from thirteen Englishmen, the 
only remnant of thirty-two who had been wrecked 
on the coast of Japan. To confirm his story, he 
produces a bit of paper on which is written, in 
plain English words, " We came from Greenland 
and from the North Pole." Here are claimants 
for the discovery of a North-west Passage, of 
whom we would gladly hear more. Unluckily, 
when Captain Singleton comes to the place where 
his Quaker had met the priest, the ship in which 
he was sailing had departed ; and this put an end 
to an inquiry, and perhaps "may have disap- 
pointed mankind of one of the most noble dis- 
coveries that ever was made or will again be made, 
in the world, for the good of mankind in general; 
but so much for that." 

In these two fragments, which illustrate a very 
common device of De Foe's, we come across two 
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elements of positive power over our imaginations. 
Even De Foe's imagination recognised and de- 
lighted in a certain margin of mystery to this 
harsh world of facts and figures. He is generally 
too anxious to set everything before us in broad 
daylight; there is too little of the thoughts and 
emotions which inhabit the twilight of the mind; 
of those dim half -seen forms which exercise the 
strongest influence upon the imagination, and 
are the most tempting subjects for the poet's art. 
De Foe, in truth, was little enough of a poet. 
Sometimes by mere force of terse idiomatic lan- 
guage he rises into real poetry, as it was under- 
stood in the days when Pope and Dryden were 
our lawgivers. It is often really vigorous. The 
well-known verses — 

Wherever God erects a house of prayer 
The devil always builds a chapel there — 

which begin the True-born Englishman, or the 
really fine lines which occur in the Hymn to the 
Pillory y that ** hieroglyphic state machine, con- 
trived to punish fancy in," and ending — 

Tell them that placed him here, 
They *re scandals to the times, 
Are at a loss to find his gtiilt, 
And canH commit his crimes — 

may stand for specimens of his best manner. 
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More frequently he degenerates into the merest 
doggerel, e. g.— 

No man was ever yet so void of sense, 

As to debate the right of self-defence, 

A principle so grafted in the mind, 

With nature born, and does like nature bind ; 

Twisted with reason, and with nature too, 

As neither one nor t * other can undo — 

which is scarcely a happy specimen of the difficult 
art of reasoning in verse. His verse is at best 
vigorous epigrammatic writing, such as would 
now be converted into leading articles, twisted 
with more or less violence into rhyme. And yet 
there is a poetical side to his mind, or at least a 
susceptibility to poetical impressions of a certain 
order. And as a novelist is on the border-line 
between poetry and prose, and novels should be, 
as it were, prose saturated with poetry, we may 
expect to come in this direction upon the secret 
of De Foe's power. Although De Foe for the 
most part deals with good tangible subjects, 
which he can weigh and measure and reduce to 
moidores and pistoles, the mysterious has a very 
strong though pecuhar attraction for him. It is 
indeed that vulgar kind of mystery which implies 
nothing of reverential awe. He was urged by a 
restless curiosity to get away from this common- 
place world, and reduce the unknown regions 
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beyond to scale and measure. The centre of 
Africa, the wilds of Siberia, and even more dis- 
tinctly the worid of spirits, had wonderftd charms 
for him. Nothing would have given him greater 
pleasure than to determine the exact number of 
the fallen angels and the date of their calamity. 
In the History of the Devil he touches, with a sin- 
gular kind of humorous gravity, upon several of 
these questions, and seems to apologise for his 
limited information. "Several things," he says, 
*'have been suggested to set us a-calculating the 
number of this frightful throng of devils who, 
with Satan the master-devil, was thus cast out of 
heaven." He declines the task, though he quotes 
with a certain pleasure the result obtained by a 
grave calculator, who found that in the first line 
of Satan's army there were a thousand times a 
htmdred thousand million devils, and more in the 
other two. He gives a kind of arithmetical meas- 
ure of the decline of the devil's power by pointing 
out that ** he who was once equal to the angel who 
killed eighty thousand men in one night, is not 
able now, without a new commission, to take 
away the life of one Job." He is filled with curi- 
osity as to the proceedings of the first parliament 

(p ^t as he delicately puts it) of devils; he 

regrets that as he was not personally present in 
that ** black divan" — at least, not that he can 
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remember, for who can account for his pre-exist- 
ent state ?^he camiot say what happened; but 
he adds. 

If I had as much personal acquaintance with the 
devil as would admit it, and could depend upon the 
truth of what answer he would give me, the first 
question would be, what measures they (the devils) 
resolved on at their first assembly? 

and the second how they employed the time 
between their fall and the creation of the man? 
Here we see the instinct of the politician ; and we 
may add that De Foe is thoroughly dissatisfied 
with Milton*s statements upon this point, though 
admiring his genius; and goes so far as to write 
certain verses intended as a correction of, or 
interpolation into, Paradise Lost. 

Mr. Rusldn, in comparing Milton's Satan with 
Dante's, somewhere remarks that the vagueness of 
Milton, as compared with the accurate measure- 
ments given by Dante, is so far a proof of less 
activity of the imaginative faculty. It is easier 
to leave the devil's stature uncertain than to say 
that he was eighteen feet high. Without dis- 
puting the proposition as Mr. Ruskin puts it, 
we fancy that he would scarcely take De Foe's 
poetry as an improvement in dignity upon Mil- 
ton's. We may, perhaps, guess at its merits from 
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this fragment of a speech in prose, addressed to 
Adam by Eve: 

What ails the sot ? [says the new termagant]. What 
are you afraid of ? . . . Take it, you fool, and eat. 
. Take it, I say, or I will go and cut down 
the tree, and you shall never eat any of it at all; and 
you shall still be a fool, and be governed by your wife 
for ever. 

This, and much more gross buffoonery of the 
same kind, is apparently intended to recommend 
certain sound moral aphorisms to the vulgar ; but 
the cool arithmetical method by which De Foe 
investigates the history of the devil, his anxiety 
to pick up gossip about him, and the view which 
he takes of him as a very acute and tmscrupulous 
politician — ^though impartially vindicating him 
for some of Mr. Milton's aspersions — ^is exquis- 
itely characteristic. 

If we may measure the imaginative power of 
great poets by the relative merits of their concep- 
tions of Satan, we might find a humbler gauge for 
inferior capacities in the power of summoning 
awe-inspiring ghosts. The difficulty of the feat 
is extreme. Your ghost, as Bottom would have 
said, is a very fearful wild-fowl to bring upon the 
stage. He must be handled delicately, or he is 
spoilt. Scott has a good ghost or two ; but Lord 
Lytton, almost the only writer who has recently 
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dealt with the supernatural, draws too freely upon 
our belief, and creates only melodramatic spiritual 
beings, with a strong dash of the vulgarising ele- 
ment of modem * * spiritualism. ' ' They are scarcely 
more awful beings than the terrible creation of 
the raw-head-and-bloody-bones school of fiction. 
Amongst this school we fear that De Foe must, 
on the whole, be reckoned. We have already 
made acquaintance with Mrs. Veal, who, in her 
ghostly condition, talks for an hour and three- 
quarters with a gossip over a cup of tea; who, 
indeed, so far forgets her ghostly condition as to 
ask for a cup of the said tea, and only evades the 
consequences of her blimder by one of those 
rather awkward excuses which we all sometimes 
practice in society ; and who, in short, is the least 
ethereal spirit that was ever met with outside a 
table. De Foe's extraordinary love for super- 
natural stories of the gossiping variety found vent 
in A History of Apparitions and his System of 
Magic. The position which he takes up is a kind 
of modified rationalism. He believes that there 
are genuine apparitions which personate our dead 
friends, and give us excellent pieces of advice on 
occasion ; but he refuses to believe that the spirits 
can appear themselves, on accoimt ** of the many 
strange inconveniences and ill consequences which 
would happen if the souls of men and women, 
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unembodied and departed, were at liberty to visit 
the earth. " De Foe is evidently as familiar with 
the habits of spirits generally as of the devil. In 
that case, for example, the feuds of families would 
never die, for the injured person would be always 
coming back to right himself. He proceeds upon 
this principle to accotmt for many apparitions, as, 
for example, one which appeared in the likeness of 
a certain J. O. of the period, and strongly recom- 
mended his widow to reduce her expenses. He 
won't believe that the Virgin appeared to St. 
Francis, because all stories of that kind are mere 
impostures of the priests; but he thinks it very 
likely that he was hatmted by the devil, who may 
have sometimes taken the Virgin's shape. In the 
History of Witchcraft De Foe tells us how, as he 
was once riding in the country, he met a man on 
the way to inquire of a certain wizard. De Foe, 
according to his account, which may or may not 
be intended as authentic, waited the whole of the 
next day at a public-house in a country-town, in 
order to hear the result of the inquiry; and had 
long conversations, reported in his usual style, 
with infinite ** says he's " and ** says I's, " in which 
he tried to prove that the wizard was an impos- 
tor. This lets us into the secret of many of De 
Foe's apparitions. They are the ghosts that 
frighten villagers as they cross commons late at 
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nighty or that rattle chains and display lights in 
haunted houses. Sometimes they have vexed 
knavish attorneys by discovering long-hidden 
deeds. Sometimes they have enticed highway- 
men into dark comers of woods, and there the 
wretched criminal finds in their bags (for ghosts 
of this breed have good substantial luggage) 
nothing but a halter and a bit of silver (value 
exactly ijJdO to pay the hangman. When he 
turns to the owner, he has vanished. Occasion- 
ally, they are the legends told by some passing 
traveller from distant lands- — probably genuine 
superstitions in their origin, but amplified by tra- 
dition into marvellous exactitude of detail, and 
garnished with long gossiping conversations. Such 
a ghost, which, on the whole, is my favourite, 
is the mysterious Owke Mouraski. This being, 
whether devil or good spirit, no man knows, ac- 
companied a traveller for four years through the 
steppes of Russia, and across Norway, Turkey^ 
and various other countries. On the march he 
was always seen a mile to the left of the party, 
keeping parallel with them, in glorious indiffer- 
ence to roads. He crossed rivers without bridges, 
and the sea without ships, Everjrwhere, in the 
wild countries, he was known by name and 
dreaded ; for it he entered a house, some one 
would die there within a year. Yet he was good 
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to the traveller, going so far, indeed, on one occa- 
sion, as to lend him a horse, and frequently treat- 
ing him to good advice. Towards the end of the 
jotimey Owke Motiraski informed his companion 
that he was ** the inhabitant of an invisible region, '* 
and afterwards became very familiar with him. 
The traveller, indeed, would never believe that his 
friend was a devil, a scepticism of which De Foe 
doubtftdly approves. The story, ho^yever, must 
be true, because, as De Foe says, he saw it in 
manuscript many years ago ; and certainly Owke 
is of a superior order to most of the pot-house 
ghosts. 

De Foe, doubtless, had an insatiable appetite 
for legends of this kind, talked about them with 
infinite zest in innumerable gossips, and probably 
smoked pipes and consumed ale in abimdance 
during the process. The ghosts are the substan- 
tial creations of the popular fancy, which no longer 
nourished itself upon a genuine faith in a more 
lofty order of spiritual beings. It is superstition 
become gross and vulgar before it disappears for 
ever. Romance and poetry have pretty well de- 
parted from these ghosts, as from the witches of 
the period, who are little better than those who 
still linger in our cotmtry villages and fill comers 
of newspapers, headed ** Superstition in the nine- 
teenth century. " In his novels De Foe's instinct 




for probability generally enables him to employ 
the marvellous moderately, and, therefore, effect- 
ively; he is specially given to dreams; they are 
generally verified just enough to leave us the 
choice of credulity or scepticism, and are in excel- 
lent keeping with the supposed narrator, Roxana 
tells us how one morning she suddenly sees her 
lover's face as though it were a death's head, and 
his clothes4COvered with blood. In the evening 
the lover is miordered. One of Moll Flanders* hus- 
bands hears her call him at a distance of many 
miles — a supersition, by the way, in which Eos- 
well, if not Johnson , fully believed . De Foe shows 
his usual skill m sometimes makmg the visions or 
omens fail of a too close fulfilment, as in the ex- 
cellent dream where Robinson Crusoe hears 
Friday's father tell him of the sailors* attempt to 
murder the Spaniards: no part of the dream, as 
f he says, is specifically true, though it has a gen- 
eral truth ; and hence we may, at our choice, sup- 
pose it to have been supernatural, or to be merely 
a natural result of Crusoe's anxiety. This region 
of the marvellous, however, only affects De Foe's 
novels in a subordinate degree. The Owke Mour- 
aski suggests another field in which a lover of the 
mysterious could then find room for his imagi- 
I nation. The world still presented a boundless 
L wilderness of tmtravelled land. Mapped and ex- 
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plored territory was still a bright spot surrotanded 
by chaotic darkness, instead of the two being in 
the reverse proportions. Geographers might fill 
up huge tracts by writing ** here is much gold, " or 
putting ** elephants instead of towns. " De Foe's 
gossiping acquaintance, when they were tired of 
ghosts, could tell of strange adventures in wild 
seas, where merchantmen followed a narrow track, 
exposed to the assaults of pirates; or of long 
journeys over endless steppes, in the days when 
travelling was travelling indeed ; when distances 
were reckoned by months, and men might expect 
to meet undiscovered tribes and monsters un- 
imagined by natural historians. Doubtless he had 
listened greedily to the stories of sea-faring men 
and merchants from the Gold Coast or the East. 
Captain Singleton, to omit Robinson Crusoe for the 
present, shows the form into which these stories 
motdded themselves in his mind. Singleton, be- 
sides his other exploits, anticipated Livingstone 
in crossing Africa from sea to sea. De Foe's bio- 
graphers rather unnecessarily, admire the marvel- 
lous way in which his imaginary descriptions have 
been confirmed by later travellers. And it is true 
that Singleton found two great lakes, which may, 
if we please, be identified with those of recent dis- 
coverers. His other guesses are not surprising. 
As a specimen of the mode in which he filled up 
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the unknown space we may mention that he 
covers the desert *' with a kind of thick moss of a 
blackish dead colour/* which is not a very im- 
pressive phenomenon. It is in the matter of 
wild beasts, however, that he is strongest. Their 
camp is in one place surrounded by '' innumerable 
numbers of devilish creatures. ** These creatures 
were as ''thick as a drove of bullocks coming to a 
fair, " so that they could not fire without hitting 
some; in fact, a volley brought down three tigers 
and two wolves, besides one creature '*of an ill- 
gendered kind, between a tiger and a leopard,'* 
Before long they met an "ugly, venomous, de- 
formed kind of a snake or serpent/' which had 
*'a hellish, ugly, deformed look and voice;" in- 
deed, they would have recognised in It the being 
who most hatinted De Foe's imaginary world — ^the 
devil — except that they could not think what 
business the devil could have where there were 
no people. The fauna of this country, besides 
innumerable lions, tigers, leopards, and elephants, 
comprised *' living creatures as big as calves, but 
not of that kind, " and creatures between a buffalo 
and a deer, which resembled neither ; they had no 
horns, but legs like a cow, with a fine head and 
neck, like a deer. The ** ill -gendered'* beast is an 
admirable specimen of De Foe*s workmanship. It 
shows his moderation under most tempting 
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circumstances. No dog-headed men, no men with 
eyes in their breasts, or feet that serve as umbrel- 
las, will suit him. He must have something new, 
and yet probable; and he hits upon a very ser- 
viceable animal in this mixture between a tiger 
and a leopard. Surely no one could refuse to 
honour such a moderate draft upon his imagina- 
tion. In short, De Foe, even in the wildest of 
regions, where his pencil might have full play, 
sticks closely to the commonplace, and will not 
venture beyond the regions of the easily con- 
ceivable. 

The final element in which De Foe's curiosity 
might find a congenial food consisted of the stor- 
ies floating about contemporary affairs. He had 
talked with men who had fought in the Great 
Rebellion, or even in the old German wars. He 
had himself been out with Monmouth, and taken 
part in the fight at Sedgemoor. Doubtless that 
small experience of actual warfare gave additional 
vivacity to his descriptions of battles, and was 
useftd to him, as Gibbon declares that his service 
with the militia was of some assistance in describ- 
ing armies of a very different kind. There is a 
period in history which has a peculiar interest for 
i all of us. It is that which lies upon the border- 
; land between the past and present; which has 
s^ . gathered some romance from the lapse of time. 
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and yet is not so far off but that we have seen 
some of the actors, and can distinctly realise the 
scenes in which they took part. Such to the pre- 
sent generation is the era of the Revolutionary 
wars, "Old men still creep among us," who 
lived through that period of peril and excitement, 
and yet we are far enough removed from them to 
fancy that there were giants in those days. When 
De Foe wrote his novels the battles of the great 
Civil War and the calamities of the Plague were 
passing through this phase ; and to them we owe 
two of his most interesting books, the Meinoirs of 
a Cavalier and the History of the Plague. 

When such a man spins us a yam the condi- 
tions of its being interesting are tolerably simple, 
The first condition obviously is, that the plot 
must be a good one, and good in the sense that a 
representation in dumb-show must be sufficiently 
exciting, without the necessity of any explana- 
tion of motives. The novel of sentiment or pas- 
sion or character would be altogether beyond his 
scope. He will accumulate any number of facts 
and details ; but they must be such as will speaJc 
for themselves without the need of an interpreter. 
For this reason we do not imagine that Roxana^ 
Moll Flaftders, Colonel Jack, or Captain Singleton 
can fairly claim any higher interest than that 
which belongs to the ordinary police report, given 
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with infinite ftilness and vivacity of detail. In 
each of them there are one or two forcible situa- 
tions. Roxana ptirsued by her daughter, Moll 
Flanders in prison, and Colonel Jack as a young 
boy of the streets, are powerftd fragments, and 
well adapted for his peculiar method. He goes on 
heaping up little significant facts, till we are able 
to realise the situation powerfully, and we may 
then supply the sentiment for ourselves. But he 
never seems to know his own strength. He gives 
us at equal length, and with the utmost plain- 
speaking, the details of a number of other posi- 
tions, which are neither interesting nor edifying. 
He is decent or coarse, just as he is dull or amus- 
ing, without knowing the difference. The details 
about the different connections formed by Roxana 
and Moll Flanders have no atom of sentiment, 
and are about as wearisome as the journal of a 
specially heartless lady of the same character 
wotild be at the present day. He has been praised 
for never gilding objectionable objects, or making 
vice attractive. To all appearance, he would have 
been totally imable to set about it. He has only 
one mode of telling a story, and he follows the 
thread of his narrative into the back-sltims of 
London, or lodging-houses of doubtful character, 
or respectable places of trade, with the same 
eqtianimity, at a good steady jog-trot of narrative. 
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The absence of any passion or sentiment de- 
prives such places of the one possible source of 
interest ; and we must confess that two-thirds of 
each of these novels are deadly dull ; the remain- 
der, though exhibiting specimens of his genuine 
power, is not far enough from the commonplace 
to be specially attractive. In short, the merit of 
De Foe's narrative bears a direct proportion to 
the intrinsic merit of a plain statement of the 
facts; and, in the novels already mentioned, as 
there is nothing very surprising, certainly nothing 
unique, about the story, his treatment cannot 
raise it above a very moderate level. 

Above these stories comes De Foe's best frag- 
ment of fictitious history.' The Memoirs of a 
Cavalier is a very amusing book, though it is less 
fiction than history, interspersed with a few per- 
sonal anecdotes. In it there are some exquisite 
little bits of genuine De Foe. The Cavalier tells 
us, with such admirable frankness, that he once 
left the army a day or two before a battle, in 
order to visit some relatives at Bath, and excuses 
himself so modestly for his apparent neglect of 
military duty, that we cannot refuse to believe in 
him. A novelist, we say, would have certainly 
taken us to the battle, or would, at least, have 

* De Foe may liave had some materials for this story; but 
there seems to be little doubt that it is substantially his own. 
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given his hero a more heroic excuse. The charac- 
ter, too, of the old soldier, who has served tinder 
Gustavus Adolphus, who is disgusted with the 
raw English levies, still more disgusted with 
the interference of parsons, and who has a respect 
for his opponents — especially Sir Thomas Fairfax 
— ^which is compoimded partly of English love of 
fair play, and partly of the indifference of a pro- 
fessional officer — ^is better supported than most of 
De Foe's personages. An excellent Dugald Dal- 
getty touch is his constant anxiety to impress 
upon the Royalist commanders the importance of 
a particular trick which he has learned abroad of 
mixing foot soldiers with the cavalry. We must 
leave him, however, to say a few words upon the 
History of the Plague, which seems to come next 
in merit to Robinson Crusoe, Here De Foe has to 
deal with a story of such intrinsically tragic in- 
terest that all his details become affecting. It 
needs no commentary to interpret the meaning of 
the terrible anecdotes, many of which are doubt- 
less fotinded on fact. There is the strange super- 
stitious element brought out by the horror of the 
sudden visitation. The supposed writer hesitates 
as to leaving the doomed city. He is decided to 
stay at last by opening the Bible at random and 
coming upon the text, " He shall deliver thee from 
the snare of the fowler, and from the noisome 



De Foe's Novels 



45 



pestilence.'* He watches the comets: the one 
which appeared before the Plague was *'of a diill, 
languid colour, and its motion heavy, solemn, and 
slow;'' the other, which preceded the Great Fire, 
was *' bright and sparkHng, and its motion swift 
and furious/' Old women, he says, believed in 
them, especially "the hypochondriac part of the 
other sex/' who might, he thinks, be called old 
women too. Still he half-beheves himself, espe- 
cially when the second appears. He does not be- 
Heve that the breath of the plague-stricken upon 
a glass would leave shapes of *' dragons, snakes, 
and devils, horrible to behold;" but he does be- 
lieve that if they breathed on a bird they would 
kill it, OT **at least make its eggs rotten/* How- 
ever, he admits that no experiments were tried. 
Then we have the hideous^ and sometimes hor- 
ribly grotesque » incidents. There is the poor 
naked creature, who runs up and down, exclaim- 
ing continually, **0h, the great and the dreadful 
God!" but would say nothing else, and speak to 
no one. There is the woman who suddenly opens 
a window and *' calls out, ' Death, death, death!' 
in a most inimitable tone, which struck me with 
horror and chillness in the very blood. " There is 
the man who, with death in his face, opens the 
door to a young apprentice sent to ask him for 
money : " Very well, child, " says the Uving ghost ; 
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"go to Cripplegate Church, and bid them ring 
the bell for me;*' and with those words shuts the 
door, goes upstairs, and dies. Then we have the 
horrors of the dead-cart, and the unlucky piper 
who was carried off by mistake. De Foe, with his 
usual ingenuity, corrects the inaccurate versions 
of the story, and says that the piper was not 
blind, but only old and silly; and that he does 
not believe that, as **the story goes,'* he set up 
his pipes while in the cart. After this we cannot 
refuse to admit that he was really carried off and 
all but buried. Another device for cheating us 
into acceptance of his story is the ingenious way 
in which he imitates the occasional lapses of mem- 
ory of a genuine narrator, and admits that he 
does not precisely recollect certain details; and 
still better is the conscientious eagerness with 
which he distinguishes between the occurrences of 
which he was an eye-witness and those which he 
only knew by hearsay. 

This book, more than any of the others, shows 
a skill in selecting telling incidents. We are 
sometimes in doubt whether the particular details 
which occur in other stories are not put in rather 
by good luck than from a due perception of their 
value. He thus resembles a savage, who is as 
much pleased with a glass bead as with a piece 
of gold; but in the History of the Plague every 
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ietail goes straight to the mark. At one poiiit he 
cannot help diverging into the story of three poor 
men who escape into the fields, and giving us, 
with his usual relish, all their rambling conversa- 
tions by the way. For the most part, however, 
he is less diffusive and more pointed than usual; 
the greatness of the calamity seems to have given 
more intensity to his style; and it leaves all the 
impression of a genuine narrative, told by one 
who has, as it were, just escaped from the valley 
of the shadow of death, with the awe stiU upon 
him, and every terrible sight and soimd fresh in 
his memory. The amazing truthfulness of the 
style is here in its proper place; we wish to be 
brought as near as may be to the facts ; we want 
good realistic painting more than fine sentiment. 
Hie story reminds us of certain ghastly photo- 
graphs published dimng the American War, 
which had been taken on the field of battle. They 
gave a more forcible impression of the horrors of 
war than the most thrilling pictures drawn from 
the fancy. In such cases we only wish the nar- 
rator to stand as much as possible on one side, 
and just draw up a bit of the curtain which con- 
ceals his gallery of horrors. 

It is time, however, to say enough of Robinson 
Crusoe to justify its traditional superiority to De 
Foe*s other writings. The charm, as some critics 
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say, is difficult to analyse; and I do not profess 
to demonstrate mathematically that it must 
necessarily be, what it is, the most fascinating 
boy's book ever written, and one which older 
critics may study with delight. The most obvi- 
ous advantage over the secondary novels lies in 
the unique situation. Lamb, in the passage from 
which I have quoted, gracefully evades this point. 
**Are there no solitudes,'* he says, **out of the 
cave and the desert? or cannot the heart, in the 
midst of crowds, feel frightfully alone?'* Single- 
ton, he suggests, is alone with pirates less mer- 
ciful than the howling monsters, the devilish 
serpents, and ill-gendered creatures of De Foe's 
deserts. Colonel Jack is alone amidst the London 
thieves when he goes to bury his treasures in the 
hollow tree. This is prettily said; but it suggests 
rather what another writer might have made of 
De Foe's heroes, than what De Foe made of them 
himself. Singleton, it is true, is alone amongst 
the pirates, but he takes to them as naturally as 
a fish takes to the water, and, indeed, finds them 
a good, honest, respectable, stupid sort of people. 
They stick by him and he by them, and we are 
never made to feel the real horrors of his position. 
Colonel Jack might, in other hands, have become 
an Oliver Twist, less real perhaps than De Foe has 
made him, but infinitely more pathetic. De Foe 
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teUs us of his unpleasant sleeping-places, and his 
occasional fears of the gallows; but of the sup- 
posed mental struggles, of the awful solitude of 
soul, we hear nothing. How can we sympathise 
very deeply with a young gentleman whose 
recollections run chiefly upon the exact numbers 
of shillings and pence captured by himself and 
his pocket-picking "pals"? Similarly Robinson 
Crusoe dwells but little upon the horrors of his 
position, and when he does is apt to get extremely 
prosy. We fancy that he could never have been in 
want of a soHd sermon on Sunday, however much 
he may have missed the church-going bell. But 
in Robinson Crusoe, as in the History of the Plague^ 
the story speaks for itself. To explain the hor- 
rors of Hying among thieves, we must have some 
picture of internal struggles, of a sense of honour 
opposed to temptation, and a pure mind in danger 
of contamination. De Foe's extremely straight- 
forward and prosaic view of life prevents him 
from setting any such sentimental trials before 
us; the lad avoids the gallows, and in time be- 
comes the honest master of a good plantation; 
and there 's enough. But the horrors of abandon- 
ment on a desert island can be appreciated by the 
simplest sailor or schoolboy. The main thing is 
to bring out the situation plainly and forcibly, to 
tell us of the difficulties of making pots and pans, 



VOL. T. — 4. 



50 Hours in a Library 

of catching goats and sowing com, and of avoiding 
audacious cannibals. This task De Foe performs 
with unequalled spirit and vivacity. In his first 
discovery of a new art he shows the freshness so 
often conspicuous in first novels. The scenery 
was just that which had peculiar charms for his 
fancy; it was one of those half -true legends of 
which he had heard strange stories from seafaring 
men, and possibly from the acquaintances of his 
hero himself. He brings out the shrewd vigorous 
character of the Englishman thrown upon his 
own resources with evident enjoyment of his 
task. Indeed, De Foe tells us very emphatically 
that in Robinson Crusoe he saw a kind of allegory 
of his own fate. He had suffered from solitude of 
soul. Confinement in his prison is represented in 
the book by confinement in an island ; and even 
a particular incident, here and there, such as the 
fright he receives one night from something in 
his bed, **was word for word a history of what 
happened." In other words, this novel too, like 
many of the best ever written, has in it the auto- 
biographical element which makes a man speak 
from greater depths of feeling than in a purely 
imaginary story. 

It would indeed be easy to show that the story, 
though in one sense marvellously like truth, is 
singularly wanting as a psychological study. 
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Friday is no real savage, but a good English 
servant without plush. He says ''muchee" and 
^'speakee," but he becomes at once a civilised 
being, and in his first conversation puzzles Crusoe 
terribly by that awkward theological question, 
why God did not kill the devil — for characteristi- 
cally enough Crusoe^s first lesson includes a little 
instruction upon the enemy of mankind. He 
found, however, that it was '*not so easy to im- 
print right notions in Friday's mind about the 
devil, as it was about the being of a God.'* This 
is comparatively a trifle; but Crusoe himself is 
all but impossible. Steele, indeed, gives an ac- 
count of Selkirk, from which he infers that "this 
plain man's story is a memorable example that 
he is happiest who confines his wants to natural 
necessities ; " but the facts do not warrant this pet 
doctrine of an old-fashioned school. Selkirk*s 
state of mind may be inferred from two or three 
facts. He had almost foi^otten to talk; he had 
learnt to catch goats by hunting them on foot; 
and he had acquired the exceedingly difficult art 
of making fire by rubbing two sticks. In other 
words, his whole mind was absorbed in providing 
a few physical necessities, and he was rapidly be- 
coming a savage — for a man who can't speak 
and can make fire is very near the Australian, 
We may infer, what is- probable from other cases, 
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that a man living fifteen years by himself, like 
Crusoe, would either go mad or sink into the 
semi-savage state. De Foe really describes a 
man in prison, not in solitary confinement. We 
should not be so pedantic as to call for accuracy 
in such matters; but the difference between the 
fiction and what we believe would have been 
the reality is significant. De Foe, even in Robin- 
son Crusoe, gives a very inadequate picture of 
the mental torments to which his hero is ex- 
posed. He is frightened by a parrot calling 
him by name, and by the strangely picturesque 
incident of the footmark on the sand; but, on 
the whole, he takes his imprisonment with preter- 
natural stolidity. His stay on the island pro- 
duces the same state of mind as might be due 
j to a dull Sunday in Scotland. For this reason, 
the want of power in describing emotion as com- 
pared with the amazing power of describing facts, 
Robinson Crusoe is a book for boys rather than 
V men, and, as Lamb says, for the kitchen rather 
than for higher circles. It falls short of any high 
intellectual interest. When we leave the striking 
situation and get to the second part, with the 
Spaniards and Will Atkins talking natural theo- 
logy to his wife, it sinks to the level of the se- 
condary stories. But for people who are not too 
proud to take a rather low order of amusement, 
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Robinson Crusoe will always be one of the most 
charming of books. We have the romantic and 
adventurous incidents upon whicli the most un- 
flinching realism can be set to work without 
danger of vulgarity. Here is precisely the story 
suited to De Foe*s strength and weakness. He 
is forced to be artistic in spite of himself. He 
cannot lose the thread of the narrative and break 
it into disjointed fragments, for the limits of the 
island confine him as well as his hero. He cannot 
tire us with details, for all the details of such a 
story are interesting; it is made up of petty in- 
cidents, as much as the life of a prisoner reduced 
to taming flies, or making saws out of penknives. 
The island does as well as the Bastille for making 
trifles valuable to the sufferer and to us. The 
facts tell the story of themselves, without any 
demand for romantic power to press them home 
to us ; and the efforts to give an air of authentic- 
ity to the story, which sometimes make us smile, 
and sometimes rather bore us, in other novels 
are all to the purpose ; for there is a real point in 
putting such a story in the mouth of the sufferer, 
and in giving us for the time an illusory belief in 
his reaHty, It is one of the exceptional cases in 
which the poetical aspect of a position is brought 
out best by the most prosiac accuracy of detail; 
and we Imagine that Robinson Crusoe's island, 
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with all his small household torments, will always 
be more impressive than the more gorgeously col- 
oured island of Enoch Arden. When we add that 
the whole book shows the freshness of a writer 
employed on his first novel — ^though at the mature 
age of fifty-eight; seeing in it an allegory of his 
own experience embodied in the scenes which 
most interested his imagination, we see some 
reasons why Robinson Crusoe should hold a dis- 
tinct rank by itself amongst his works. As De 
Foe was a man of very powerful but very limited 
imagination — able to see certain aspects of things 
with extraordinary distinctness, but little able to 
rise above them — even his greatest book shows 
his weakness, and scarcely satisfies a grown-up 
man with a taste for high art. In revenge, it 
ought, according to Rousseau, to be for a time 
the whole library of a boy, chiefly, it seems, to 
teach him that the stock of an ironmonger is 
better than that of a jeweller. We may agree in 
the conclusion without caring about the reason; 
and to have pleased all the boys in Europe for 
near a hundred and fifty years is, after all, a 
remarkable feat. 

One remark must be added, which scarcely 
seems to have been sufficiently noticed by De 
Foe's critics. He cannot be understood unless we 
remember that he was primarily and essentially a 
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journalist, and that even his novels are part of 
his journalism. He was a pioneer in the art of 
newspaper writing, and anticipated with singular 
acuteness many later developments of his occupa- 
tion. The nearest parallel to him is Cobbett, 
who wrote still better English, though he cotild 
hardly have written a Robinson Crusoe. De Foe, 
like Cobbett, was a sturdy middle-class English- 
man, and each was in his time the most effective 
advocate of the poHtical views of his class, De 
Foe represented the Whiggism, not of the great 
** junto'* or aristocratic ring, but of the dissenters 
and tradesmen whose prejudices the junto had 
to turn to account. He would have stood by 
Chatham in the time of Wilkes and of the 
American War ; he would have demanded parUa* 
mentary reform in the time of Brougham and Ben- 
tham, and he would have been a follower of the 
Manchester school in the time of Bright and Cob- 
den, We all know the type, and have made up 
our minds as to its merits. When De Foe came 
to be a subject of biography in this century, he 
was of course praised for his enKghtenment by 
men of congenial opinions. He was held up as a 
model poHtician, not only for his creed but for 
his independence. The revelations of his last 
biographer, Mr. Lee, showed unfortunately that 
considerable deductions must be made from the 
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independence. He was, as we now know, in the 
pay of Government for many years, while boast- 
ing of his perfect purity ; he was transferred, Kke 
a mere dependent, from the Whigs to the Tories 
and back again. In the reign of George I. he 
consented to abandon his character in order to 
act as a spy upon unlucky Jacobite colleagues. 
It is to the credit of Harley*s acuteness that he 
was the first English minister to make a system- 
atic use of the press and was the patron both of 
Swift and De Foe. But to use the press was then 
to make a mere tool of the author. De Foe was 
a journalist, living, and supporting a family, by 
his pen, in the days when a journalist had to 
choose between the pillory and dependence. He 
soon had enough of the pillory and preferred to 
do very dirty services for his employer. Other 
journalists, I fear, since his day have consented 
to serve masters whom in their hearts they dis- 
approved. It may, I think, be fairly said on 
behalf of De Foe that in the main he worked for 
causes of which he really approved ; that he never 
sacrificed the opinions to which he was most 
deeply attached ; that his morality was, at worst, 
above that of many contemporary politicians; 
and that, in short, he had a conscience, though he 
could not afford to obey it implicitly. He says 
himself, and I think the statement has its pathetic 
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side, that he made a kind of compromise with that 
awkward instinct. He praised those acts only of 
the Government which he really approved, though 
he could not afford to denounce those from which 
he differed. Undoubtedly, as many respectable 
morahsts have told us, the man who endeavours 
to draw such lines will get into difficulties and 
probably emerge with a character not a little 
soiled in the process. But after all as things go, 
it is something to find that a journalist has really 
a conscience, even though his conscience be a 
little too open to solid arguments. He was still 
capable of blushing. Let us be thankful that in 
these days our journalists are too high-minded to 
be ever required to blush. Here, however, I have 
only to speak of the effect of De Foe's position 
upon his fictions. He had early begun to try 
other than political modes of journalism. His 
account of the great storm of 1 703 was one of his 
first attempts as a reporter; and it is characteris- 
tic thatj as he was in prison at the time, he had 
already to report things seen only by the eye of 
faith. He tried at an early period to give variety 
to his Review by some of the "sociar* articles 
which afterwards became the staple of the Taller 
and Spectator. When, after the death of Queen 
Anne, there was a political luU he struck out 
new paths. It was then that he wrote lives of 
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highwaymen and dissenting divines, and that he 
patched up any narratives which he could get 
hold of, and gave them the shape of authentic 
historical documents. He discovered the great 
art of interviewing, and one of his performances 
might still pass for a masterpiece. Jack Shep- 
pard, when already in the cart beneath the gal- 
lows, gave a paper to a bystander, of which the 
life published by De Foe on the following day 
professed to be a reproduction. Nothing that 
could be turned into copy for the newspaper or 
the sixpenny pamphlet of the day came amiss to 
this forerunner of journalistic enterprise. This is 
the true explanation of Robinson Crusoe and its 
successors. Robinson Crusoe, in fact, is simply 
an application on a larger scale of the device 
which he was practising every day. It is purely 
and simply a masterly bit of journalism. It 
affects to be a true story, as, of course, every 
story in a newspaper affects to be true; though 
De Foe had made not the very remote discovery 
that it is often easier to invent the facts than to 
investigate them. He is simply a reporter minus 
the veracity. Like any other reporter, he as- 
sumes that the interest of his story depends 
obviously and entirely upon its verisimilitude. 
He relates the adventures of the genuine Alex- 
ander Selkirk, only elaborated into more detail, 
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just as a modem reporter might give us an ac- 
count of Mr. Stanley's African expedition if Mr, 
Stanley had been unable to do so for himself. He 
is always in the attitude of mind of the newspaper 
correspondent, who has been interviewing the 
hero of an interesting story and ventures at most 
a little safe embroidery. This explains a remark 
made by Dickens, who complained that the ac- 
count of Friday's death showed an '* utter want 
of tenderness and sentiment," and says some- 
where that Robinsmt Crusoe is the only great 
novel which never moves either to laughter or to 
tears. The creator of OKver Twist and Little 
Nell was naturally scandalised by De Foe's dry 
and matter-of-fact narrative. But De Foe had 
never approached the conception of his art which 
afterwards became familiar. He had nothing to 
do with sentiment or psychology ; those elements 
of interest came in with Richardson and Fielding; 
he was simply telling a true story and leaving his 
readers to feel what they pleased. It never even| 
occurred to him, more than it occurs to the ordin- 
ary reporter, to analyse character or describe 
scenery or work up sentiment. He was simply a 
narrator of plain facts. He left poetry and re- 
flection to Mr. Pope or Mr. Addison, as youx^ 
straightforward annalist in a newspaper has no 
thought of rivalling Lord Tennyson or Mr. 
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Froude. His narratives were fictitious only in 
the sense that the facts did not happen ; but that 
trifling circumstance was to make no difference to 
the mode of writing them. The poetical element 
would have been as much out of place as it would 
have been in a merchant's ledger. He could not, 
indeed, help introducing a little moralising, for 
he was a typical English middle-class dissenter. 
Some of his simple-minded commentators have 
even given him credit, upon the strength of such 
passages, for lofty moral purpose. They fancy 
that his lives of criminals, real or imaginary, were 
intended to be tracts showing that vice leads to 
the gallows. No doubt, De Foe had the same 
kind of solid homespun morality as Hogarth, for 
example, which was not in its way a bad thing. 
But one need not be very cynical to believe that 
his real object in writing such books was to pro- 
duce something that would sell, and that in the 
main he was neither more nor less moral than the 
last newspaper writer who has told us the story 
of a sensational murder. 

De Foe, therefore, may be said to have stumbled 
almost unconsciously into novel-writing. He was 
merely aiming at true stories, which happened 
not to be true. But accidentally, or rather un- 
consciously, he could not help presenting us with 
a type of curious interest; for he necessarily 
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described himself and the readers whose tastes he 
tmderstood and shared so thoroughly. His state- 
ment that Robinson Crusoe was a kind of allegory 
was truer than he knew. In Robinson Crusoe is 
De Foe^ and more than De Foe, for he is the typi* 
cal Englishman of his time* He is the broad- 
shouldered, beef -eating John Bull, who has been 
shouldering his way through the world ever since. 
Drop him in a desert island, and he is just as 
sturdy and self -composed as if he were in Cheap- 
side. Instead of shrieking or writing poetry, be- 
coming a wild hunter or a religious hermit, he 
calmly sets about building a house and making 
pottery and laying out a farm. He does not ac- 
commodate himself to his surroundings; they 
have got to accommodate themselves to him. He 
meets a savage and at once annexes him, and 
preaches him such a sermon as he had heard from 
the exemplary Dr. Doddridge. Cannibals come 
to make a meal of him, and he calmly stamps 
them out with the means provided by civilisation. 
Long years of solitude produce no sort of effect 
upon him morally or mentally. He comes home 
as lie went out, a solid keen tradesman, having, 
somehow or other, plenty of money in his pocket 
and ready to undertake similar risks in the hope 
of making a little more. He has taken his own 
atmosphere with him to the remotest quarters, 
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Wherever he has set down his solid foot, he has 
taken permanent possession of the country. The 
ancient religions of the primaeval East or the 
quaint beliefs of savage tribes make no particular 
impression upon him, except a passing spasm of 
disgust at anybody having different superstitions 
from his own; and, being in the main a good- 
natured animal in a stolid way of his own, he is 
able to make use even of popish priests if they 
will help to found a new market for his com- 
merce. The portrait is not the less effective be- 
cause the artist was so far from intending it that 
he cotdd not even conceive of anybody being 
differently constituted from himself. It shows us 
all the more vividly what was the manner of man 
represented by the stalwart Englishman of the 
day; what were the men who were building up 
vast systems of commerce and manufacture ; shov- 
ing their intrusive persons into every quarter of 
the globe; evolving a great empire out of a few 
factories in the East ; winning the American con- 
tinent for the dominant English race; sweeping 
up Australia by the way as a convenient settle- 
ment for convicts ; stamping firmly and decisively 
on all toes that got in their way; bltmdering 
enormously and preposterously, and yet always 
coming out steadily planted on their feet ; eating 
roast beef and pltmi-pudding; drinking rum in 
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the tropics ; singing God Save the King and inton- 
ing Watts's h3mins under the nose of ancient 
dynasties and prehistoric priesthoods; managing 
always to get their own way, to force a reluctant 
world to take note of them as a great if rather 
disagreeable fact, and making it probable that, in 
long ages to come, the English of Robinson Crusoe 
will be the native language of inhabitants of every 
region under the sun. 
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The literary artifice, so often patronised by 
Lord Macaulay, of describing a character by a 
series of paradoxes, is of course, in one sense, a 
mere artifice. It is easy enough to make a dark 
grey black and a light grey white, and to bring 
the two into unnatural proximity. But it rests 
also upon the principle which is more of a plati- 
tude than a paradox, that our chief faults often 
lie close to our chief merits. The greatest man is 
perhaps one who is so equably developed that he 
has the strongest faculties in the most perfect 
equilibrium, and is apt to be somewhat uninterest- 
ing to the rest of mankind. The man of lower 
eminence has some one or more faculties devel- 
oped out of all proportion to the rest, with the 
natural result of occasionally overbalancing him. 
Extraordinary memories with weak logical facul- 
ties, wonderful imaginative sensibility with a 
complete absence of self-control, and other defect- 
ive conformations of mind, supply the raw materi- 
als for a luminary of the second order, and imply 
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a predisposition to certain faults, which are nat- 
ural complements to the conspicuous merits. 

Such reflections naturally occur in speaking of 
csne of our greatest literary reputations, whose 
popularity is almost in an inverse ratio to his 
celebrity. Every one knows the names of Sir 
Charles Grandison and Clarissa Harlowe. They 
are amongst the established types which serve to 
point a paragraph; but the volumes in which 
they are described remam for the most part in 
undisturbed repose, sleeping peacefully amongst 
Charles Lamb's biblia a-biblia, books which are no 
books, or, as he explains, those books ** which no 
gentleman's library should be without." They 
never enjoy the honours of cheap reprints; the 
modem reader shudders at a novel in eight vol- 
umeSj and declines to dig for amusement in so 
profound a mine; when some bold inquirer dips 
into their pages he generally fancies that the sleep 
of years has been somehow absorbed into the 
paper ; a certain soporific aroma exhales from the 
endless files of fictitious correspondence. This 
contrast, however, between popularity and cele- 
brity is not so rare as to deserve special notice, 
Richardson's slumber may be deeper than that of 
most men of equal fame, but it is not quite im- 
precedented. The string of paradoxes, which it 
would be easy to apply to Richardson, wotdd turn 



66 Hours in a Library 

upon a different point. The odd thing is, not 
that so many people should have forgotten him, 
but that he should have been remembered by- 
people at first sight so unlike him. Here is a man 
we might say, whose special characteristic it was 
to be a milksop — ^who provoked Fielding to a 
coarse, hearty burst of ridicule — ^who was steeped 
in the incense of useless adulation from a throng 
of middle-aged lady worshippers — ^who wrote his 
novels expressly to recommend little unimpeach- 
able moral maxims, as that evil courses lead to 
imhappy deaths, that ladies ought to observe the 
laws of propriety, and generally that it is an excel- 
lent thing to be thoroughly respectable ; who lived 
an obscure life in a petty coterie in fotirth-rate 
London society, and was in no respect at a point 
of view more exalted than that of his companions. 
What greater contrast can be imagined in its way 
than that between Richardson, with his second- 
rate eighteenth-century priggishness and his two- 
penny-tract morality, and the modem school of 
French novelists, who are certainly not prigs, and 
whose morality is by no means that of tracts? 
We might have expected it priori that they would 
have summarily put him down, as a hopeless 
Philistine. Yet Richardson was idolised by some 
of their best writers; Balzac, for example, and 
George Sand, speak of him with reverence; and 
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a writer who is, perhaps, as odd a contrast to 
Richardson as could well be imagined^Alfred de 
Musset — calls Clarissa le premier roman du monde. 
What is the secret which enables the steady old 
printer, with his singular limitation to his own 
career of time and space, to impose upon the 
Byronic Parisian of the next century? Amongst 
his contemporaries Diderot expresses an almost 
fanatical admiration of Richardson for his purity 
and power, and declares characteristically that he 
will place Richardson's works on the same shelf 
with those of Moses, Homer, Euripides, and other 
favourite writers ; he even goes so far as to excuse 
Clarissa's beHef in Christianity on the ground of 
her youthful innocence. To continue in the para- 
doxical vein, we might ask how the quiet trades- 
man could create the character which has stood 
ever since for a type of the fine gentleman of the 
period; or how from the most prosaic of cen- 
turies should spring one of the most poetical of 
feminine ideals? We can hardly fancy a genuine 
hero with a pigtail, or a heroine in a hoop and 
high-heeled shoes, nor believe that persons who 
wore those articles of costume couid possess any 
very exalted virtues. Perhaps our grandchildren 
may have the same difficulty about the race which 
wears crinolines and chimney-pot hats. 
It is a fact, however, that oux grandfathers, in 
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spite of their belief in pigtails, and in Pope's 
poetry, and other matters that have gone out of 
fashion, had some very excellent qualities, and 
even some genuine sentiment, in their composi- 
tions. Indeed, now that their peculiarities have 
been finally packed away in various lumber- 
rooms, and the revolt against the old-fashioned 
school of thought and manners has become tri- 
umphant instead of militant, we are beginning to 
see the picturesque side of their character. They 
have gathered something of the halo that comes 
with the lapse of years; and social habits that 
looked prosaic enough to contemporaries, and to 
the generation which had to fight against them, 
have gained a touch of romance. Richardson's 
characters wear a costume and speak a language 
which are indeed queer and old-fashioned, but 
are now far enough removed from the present to 
have a certain piquancy; and it is becoming 
easier to recognise the real genius which created 
them, as the active aversion to the forms in which 
it was necessarily clothed tends to disappear. The 
wigs and the high-heeled shoes are not without a 
certain pleasing quaintness; and when we have 
surmounted this cause of disgust, we can see more 
plainly what was the real power which men of 
the most opposite schools in art have recognised. 
Readers whose appetite for ancient fiction is in- 
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sufficient to impel them to a perusal of Clarissa 
may yet find some amusement in turning over the 
curious collection of letters published with a life 
by Mrs. Barbauld in 1804. Nowhere can we find 
a more vivid picture of the social stratum to 
which Richardson belonged. We take a seat in 
the old gentleman's shop, or drop in to take a 
dish of tea with him at North End, in Hammer- 
smith, We leam to know them almost as well as 
we know the literary circle of the next genera- 
tion from Boswell or the higher social sphere from 
Horace Walpole— and it is a pleasant relief, after 
reading the solemn histories which recall the 
struggles of Walpole and Chesterfield and their 
like, to drop in upon this quiet Httle coterie of 
homely commonplace people leading calm domes- 
tic lives and amusingly imconscious of the political 
and intellectual storms which were raging out- 
side. Richardson himself was the typical indus- 
trious apprentice. He was the son of a London 
tradesman who had witnessed with due horror 
the Popish machinations of James II, Richard- 
son, bom just after the Revolution, had been 
apprenticed to a printer, married his master's 
daughter, set up a fairly successful business, was 
master of the Stationer's Company in 1754, and 
was prosperous enough to have his country box, 
first at North End and afterwards at Parson's 
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Green. He never learned any language but his 
own. He had taken to writing from his infancy; 
he composed little stories of an edifying tendency 
and had written love-letters for young women of 
his acquaintance. From his experience in these 
departments he acquired the skill which was after- 
wards displayed in Pamela and his two later and 
superior novels. We hear dimly of many domes- 
tic trials : of the loss of children, some of whom 
had lived to be ** delightful prattlers," of ** eleven 
affecting deaths in two years." Who were the 
eleven remains unknown. His sorrows have long 
passed into oblivion, unless so far as the senti- 
ment was transmuted into his writings. We do 
not know whether it was from calamity or consti- 
tutional infirmity that he became a very nervous 
and tremulous little man. He never dared to 
ride, but exercised himself on a ** chamber-horse," 
one of which apparently wooden animals he kept 
at each of his houses. For years he could not 
raise a glass to his lips without help. His dread 
of altercations prevented him from going often 
among his workmen. He gave his orders in writ- 
ing that he might not have to bawl to a deaf 
foreman. He gave up ** wine and flesh and fish." 
He drew a capital portrait of himself, for the 
benefit of a lady still unknown to him, who recog- 
nised him by its help at a distance of *' about 
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three hundred yards/* His description is minute 
enough : 

Short; rather plump than emaciated, notwith- 
standing his complaints; about s foot 5 inches; fair 
wig, Ughtish cloth coat, all black besides; one hand 
generally in his bosom, the other, a cane in it, which 
he leans upon under the skirts of his coat usually, 
that it may imperceptibly serve him as a support 
when attacked by sudden tremors or startings and 
dizziness, which too frequently attack him, but, 
thank God, not so often as formerly ; looking directly 
fore right, as passers by would imagine, but observing 
all that stirs on either hand of him without moving 
his short neck ; hardly ever turning back ; of a light 
brown complexion ; teeth not yet failing him ; smooth- 
ish-faced and ruddy cheeked; at some times looking 
to be about sixty-five, at others much younger [really 
sixty]; a regular even pace stealing away ground 
rather than seeming to rid it; a grey eye, too often 
overclouded by mistinesses from the head ; by chance 
lively — ver}^ lively it will be if he have hopes of seeing 
a lady whom he loves and honours ; his eye always on 
the ladies; if they have very large hoops he looks 
down and supercilious and as if he would be thought 
wise, but perhaps the sillier for that ; as he approaches 
a lady his eye is never fixed first upon her face, but 
upon her feet and thence he raises it up pretty quickly 
for a dull eye; and one would think {if we thought 
him at all worthy of observation) that from her air 
and the last beheld (her face) he sets her down in his 
mind as so and so, and then passes on to the next 
object he meets ; only then looking back, if he greatly 
likes or dislikes, as if he would see if the lady appear 
to be all of a piece in the one iight or the other. 
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After this admirable likeness we can appreciate 
better the two coloured engravings in the letters. 
Richardson looks like a plump white mouse in a 
wig, at once vivacious and timid. We see him in 
one picture toddling along the Pantiles at Tun- 
bridge Wells, m the neighbourhood of the great 
Mr. Pitt and Speaker Onslow and the bigamous 
Duchess of Kingston and Colley Gibber and the 
cracked and shrivelled-up Whiston and a (per- 
haps not the famous) Mr. Johnson in company 
with a bishop. In the other, he is sitting in his 
parlour with its stiff, old-fashioned furniture and 
a glimpse into the garden, reading Sir Charles 
Grandison to the admirable Miss Mulso, after- 
wards Mrs. Chapone, and a small party, inclusive 
of the artist. Miss Highmore, to whom we owe 
sincere gratitude for this peep into the past. 
Richardson sits in his ** usual morning dress," a 
kind of brown dressing-gown with a skull cap on 
his head, filling the chair with his plump little 
body, and raising one foot (or has the artist 
found difficulties in planting both upon the 
ground?) to point his moral with an emphatic 
stamp. 

Many eminent men of his time were polite to 
Richardson after he had won fame at the mature 
age of fifty. He was not the man to presume on 
his position. He was *'very shy of obtruding 
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himself on persons of condition." He never rose 
like Pope, whose origin was not very dissimilar^ 
to speak to princes and ministers as an equal. 
He was always the obsequious and respectful 
shopkeeper. The great Warburton wrote a letter 
to his ''good sir" — a phrase equivalent to the 
two fingers of a dignified greeting — suggesting, in 
Pope*s name and his own» a plan for continuing 
Pmnela, She was to be the ingenuous yoimg person 
shocked at the conventionalities of good society, 
Richardson sensibly declined a plan for which he 
was unfitted; and in 1747 Warburton conde- 
scended to write a preface to Clarissa Harlowe, 
pointing out (very superfluously!) the nature of 
the intended moral. Warburton afterwards took 
offence at a passage in the same book which he 
took to glance at Pope ; and Richardson was on 
friendly terms with two authors, Edwards of the 
Canons of Criticism^ and Aaron Hill, who were 
among the multitudinous enemies of Warburton 
and his patron Pope, Hill's letters in the cor- 
respondence are worth reading as illustrations of 
the old moral of literary vanity. He expresses 
with unusual naiveU the doctrine, so pleasant to 
the unsuccessful, that success means the reverse of 
merit. Pope's fame was due to personal assidui- 
ties, and "a certain bladdeiy swell of manage- 
m^it/* It is already passing away. He does not 
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speak from jealousy, for nobody ever courted 
fame **with less solicitude than I." But for all 
that, there will come a time! He knows it on a 
surer ground than vanity. Let us hope that this 
little salve to self-esteem never lost its efficacy. 
Surely of all prayers the most injudicious was that 
of Bums, that we might see ourselves as others 
see us. What would become of us ? Richardson, 
as we might expect, was highly esteemed by 
Young of the Night Thoughts, and by Johnson, to 
both of whom he seems to have given substantial 
proofs of friendship. He wrote the only number 
of the Rambler which had a good sale, and helped 
Johnson when under arrest for debt ; Johnson re- 
paid him by the phrase, which long passed for the 
orthodox decision, that Richardson taught the 
passions to move at the command of virtue. But 
the most delightful of Richardson's friends was 
the irrepressible Colley Gibber. Mrs. Pilldngton, 
a disreputable adventuress, faintly remembered 
by her relations to Swift, describes Gibber's recep- 
tion of the unpublished Clarissa: 

The dear gentleman did almost rave. When I told 

him that she (Clarissa) must die, he said G 

d him if she should, and that he should no longer 

believe Providence or eternal wisdom or goodness 
governed the world if merit and innocence and beauty 
were to be so destroyed. **Nay," added he, **my 
mind is so hurt with the thought of her being violated, 
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that were I to see her in heaven, sitting on the knees 
of the blessed Virgin and crowned with glory, her 
sufferings would still make me feel horror, horror 
distilled/' These were his strongly emphaticsd im- 
pressions, 

Cibber*s own letters are as lively as Mrs. Pilking- 
ton's report of his talk: 

The delicious meal I made off Miss Byron on Sun- 
day last [he says] has given me an appetite for an- 
other slice of her, off from the spit, before she is served 
up to the public table ; if about five o'clock to-morrow 
afternoon be not inconvenient, Mrs. Brown aad I 
will come and nibble upon a bit more of herl And 
we have grace after meat as well as before* 

"The devil take the insolent goodness of your 
imagination!" exclaims the lively old buck, now 
past eighty, and as well preserved as if he had 
never encountered Pope's ''scathing satire" (does 
satire ever "scathe*'?) or Fielding's rough horse- 
play. One of Richardson's lady admirers saw 
Gibber flirting with fine ladies at Tunbridge Wells 
in 1754 (he was bom in 1671), and miserable when 
he was neglected for a moment by the greatest 
belle in the society. He professed to be only 
seventy-seven ! 

Perhaps even Gibber was beaten in flattery by 
the "minister of the gospel'' who thought that if 
some of Clarissa's letters had been found in the 
Bible they would have been regarded as manifest 
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proofs of divine inspiration. But the more de- 
lightful incense came from the circle of admiring 
young ladies who called him their dear papa ; who 
passed long days at his feet at Parson's Green; 
allowed him to escape to his summer-house to add 
a letter to the growing volumes, and after an 
early dinner persuaded him to read it aloud. 
Their eager discussions as to the fate of the char- 
acters and the little points of morality which 
arose are continued in his gossiping letters. When 
a child he had been the confidant of tender- 
hearted maidens, and now he became a kind of 
spiritual director. He was, as Miss Collier said, 
the **only champion and protector" of her sex. 
Women, and surely they must be good judges, 
thought that he understood the feminine heart, 
as their descendants afterwards attributed the 
same power to Balzac. The most attractive of 
his feminine correspondents was Mrs. Klopstock, 
wife of the "German Milton,*' who tells her only 
little love story with charming simplicity, and 
thus lays her homage at the feet of Richardson : 

Honoured sir, will you permit me to take this 
opportunity, in sending a letter to Dr. Yotmg, to 
address myself to you? It is very long that I wished 
to do it. Having finished your Clarissa (oh, the 
heavenly book!) I would have prayed you to write 
the history of a manly Clarissa but I had not courage 
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enough at that time. I should have it no more to-day, 
as this is only my first English letter; but I have it! 
It may be because I am now Klopstock*s wife (I 
believe you know my husband by Mr. Hohorst) , and 
then I was only the single young girl. You have 
since written the manly Clarissa without my prayer; 
oh J you have done it to the great joy and thanks of 
all your happy readers! Now you can write no 
more, you must write the history of an angel I 



Mrs. Klopstock died young; having had the 
happiness to find that Richardson did not resent 
her kitrusion, great author as he was. Another 
correspondent, Lady Bradshaigh, wife of a Lan- 
cashire country gentleman, took precautions 
which show what a halo then surrounded the 
author in the eyes of his countrywomen. It was 
worth while to be an author then! Lady Brad- 
shaigh was a good housewife, it seems, but, having 
no children, was able to devote some time to 
reading. She obtained a portrait of Richardson, 
but altered the name to Dickenson, in order that 
no one might suspect her of corresponding with 
an author. After reading the first four voltunes 
of Clarissa (which were separately published) she 
wrote under a feigned name to beg the author to 
alter the impending catastrophe. She spoke as 
the mouthpiece of a " multitude of admirers" who 
desired to see Lovelace reformed and married to 
Clarissa. "Sure you will think it worth your 
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while, sir, to save his soul!" she exclaims. Rich- 
ardson was too good an artist to spoil his tragedy; 
and was rewarded by an account of her emotions 
on reading the last volumes. She laid the book 
down in agonies, took it up again, shed a flood of 
tears, and threw herself upon her couch to com- 
pose her mind. Her husband who was plodding 
after her, begged her to read no more. But she 
had promised Richardson to finish the book. She 
nerved herself for the task; her sleep was broken, 
she woke in tears during the night, and burst into 
tears at her meals. Charmed by her delicious 
sufferings, she became Richardson's friend for 
life, though it was long before she could muster 
up courage to meet him face to face. 

Yet Lady Bradshaigh seems to have been a 
sensible woman, and shows vivacity and intellig- 
ence in some of her discussions with Richardson. 
If he was not altogether spoilt by the flattery of 
so many excellent women, we can only explain it 
by remembering that he did not become famous 
till he was past fifty, and therefore past spoiling. 
One peculiarity, indeed, is rather unpleasant in 
these letters. Richardson's worshippers evidently 
felt that their deity was jealous, and made no 
scruple of offering the base sacrifice of abuse of 
rival celebrities. Richardson adopts their tone; 
he is always gibing at Fielding: 
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/ could not kelp telling his sister [he observes— a 
sister, too, whose inerits Fielding had praised with 
his usual generosity] — that I was equally surprised at 
and concerned for his continuous lowness. Had your 
brother, said I, been born in a stable or been a runner 
at a sponging-house we shottld have thought him a 
genius, 

but now! So another great virriter came just in 
time to be judged by Richardson. A bishop asked 
him, ''Who is this Yorick," who has, it seems, 
been countenanced by an *' ingenious dutchess/' 
Richardson briefly replies that the bishop cannot 
have looked into the books, *' execrable I cannot 
but caU them," Their only merit is that they are 
**too gross to be inflaming," The history of the 
mutual judgments upon each other of contem- 
porary authors would be more amusing than 
edifying, 

Richardson should not have been so hard upon 
Sterne, for Sterne was in some degree following 
Richardson*s lead. 

What is the meaning [asks Lady Bradshaigh (about 
i74g)] of the word sentimental, so much in vogue 
among the polite both in town and country? Every- 
thing clever and agreeable is comprehended in that 
word; but I am convinced a wrong interpretation is 
given, because it is impossible everything clever and 
agreeable can be so common as that word. 

She has heard of a sentimental man; a senti- 
mental party, and a sentimental walk; and has 




8o Hours in a Library 

been applauded for calling a letter sentimental. I 
hope that the philological dictionary may tell us 
what was the first appearance of a word which, 
in this sense, marks an epoch in literature, and, 
indeed, in much else. I find the word used in the 
old sense in 1752 in a pamphlet upon ** sentimental 
differences in point of faith,'* that is, differences 
of sentiment or opinion. When, a few years 
later, Steme published his Sentimental Journey, 
Wesley asks in his journal what is the meaning 
of the new phrase, and observes (the illustration 
has lost its point) that you might as well say con- 
tinental. The appearance of the phrase coincides 
with the appearance of the thing ; for Richardson 
was the first sentimentalist. We may trace the 
same movement elsewhere, though we need not 
here speculate upon the cause. Pope's Essay on 
Man is the expression in verse of the dominant 
theology of the Deists and their opponents, which 
was beginning to be condemned as dry and frigid. 
A desire for something more ** sentimental'' shows 
itself in Young's Night Thoughts, in Hervey's 
Meditations, and appears in the religious domain 
as Methodism. The literary historian has to trace 
the rise of the same tendency in various places. 
In Germany, as we see from Mrs. Klopstock's 
enthusiasm, the flame was only waiting for the 
spark. Goethe, in his Wahrheit und Dichtung, 
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notices the influence of Richardson's novels in 
Germany, They were among the predisposing 
causes of Wertherism. In France, as I have said, 
Richardson found congenial hearers, and Clarissa's 
soul doubtless transmigrated into the heroine of 
the Nouvdle Hiloise, Even in stubborn England, 
where Fielding*s masculine contempt for the 
whinings of Pamela was more congenial, the stu- 
dents of Richardson were prepared to receive 
Ossian with enthusiasm, and to be ecstatic over 
Tristram Shandy, That Richardson would have 
agreed with Johnson in regarding Rousseau as fit 
only for a penal settlement, and that he actually 
considered Sterne to be ''execrable," does not re- 
lieve him of the responsibility or deprive him of 
the glory. He is not the only writer who has 
helped to evoke a spirit which he would be the 
last to sanction. When he encouraged his ad- 
mirably proper young ladies to indulge in '*senti- 
mentalism," he could not tell where so vague an 
impulse would ultimately land them. He was a 
sound Tory, and an accepter of all established 
creeds, Sentimentahsm with him was merely a 
deHght in cultivating the emotions without any 
thought of consequences ; or, later, of cultivating 
them with the assumption that they would con- 
tinue to move, as he bade them, *' at the command 
of virtue," Once set in motion, they chose to 
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take paths of their own; they revolted against 
conventions, even those which he held most sacred ; 
and by degrees set up ** Nature*' as an idol, and 
admired the ingenuous savage instead of the re- 
spectable Clarissa, and denounced all corruption, 
including, alas, the British constitution, and even 
the Thmy-nine Articles, and put themselves at 
the disposal of all manner of revolutionary au- 
dacities. But the little printer was safe in his 
grave, and knew not of what strange develop- 
ments he had been the ignorant accomplice. 

To return, however, it must be granted that 
Richardson's sympathy with women gives a re- 
markable power to his works. Nothing is more 
rare than to find a great novelist who can satis- 
factorily describe the opposite sex. Women's 
heroes are women in disguise, or mere lay-figures, 
walking gentlemen who parade tolerably through 
their parts, but have no real vitality. On the 
other hand, the heroines of male writers are for 
the most part unnaturally strained or qtiite colour- 
less; male hands are too heavy for the delicate 
work required. Milton could draw a majestic 
Satan, but his Eve is no better than a good- 
managing housekeeper who knows her place. It 
is, therefore, remarkable that Richardson's great- 
est triumph should be in describing a woman, and 
that most of his feminine characters are more life- 
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like and more delicately discriminated than his 
men. Unluckily, his conspicuous faults result 
from the same cause. His moral prosings savour 
of the endless gossip over a dish of chocolate in 
which his heroines delight; we can imagine the 
applause with which his admiring feminine circle 
would receive his demonstration of the fact, that 
adversity is harder to bear than prosperity, or the 
sentiment that **a man of principle whose love is 
founded in reason, and whose object is mind 
rather than person, must make a worthy woman 
happy," These are admirable sentiments, but 
they savour of the serious tea-party. If Tom 
Jones has about it an occasional suspicion of beer 
and pipes at the bar, Sir Charles Grandison recalls 
an indefinite consumption of tea and small-talk. 
In short, the feminine part of Richardson*s charac- 
ter has a little too much affinity to Mrs. Gamp — 
not that he would ever be guilty of putting gin in 
his cup, but that he would have the same capacity 
for spinning out indefinite twaddle of a superior 
kind. And, of course, he fell into the faults which 
beset the members of mutual admiration societies 
in general, but especially those which consist 
chiefly of women. Men who meet for purposes of 
mutual flattery become unnaturally solemn and 
priggish; they never free themselves from the 
suspicion that the older members of the coterie 
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may be laughing at them behind their backs. 
But the flattery of women is so much more deli- 
cate, and so much more sincere, that it is far 
more dangerous. It is a poultice which in time 
softens the hardest outside. Richardson yielded 
as entirely as any curate exposed to a shower of 
slippers. He evidently wrote tmder the impres- 
sion that he was not merely an imaginative writer 
of the highest order, but also a great moralist. 
He was reforming the world, putting down vice, 
sending duelling out of fashion, and inculcating 
the lessons of the pulpit in a far more attractive 
form. A modem novelist is half-ashamed of his 
art; he disclaims earnestly any serious purpose; 
his highest aim is to amuse his readers and his 
greatest boast that he amuses them by honour- 
able or at least by harmless means. There are, 
indeed, novelists who write to inculcate High- 
Church or Low-Church principles, or to prove that 
society at large is out of joint ; but a direct inten- 
tion to prove that men ought not to steal or get 
drunk, or commit any other atrocities, is gener- 
ally considered to be beside the novelist's func- 
tion, and its introduction to be a fault of art. 
Indeed, there is much to be said against it. In 
our youth we used to read a poem about a cruel 
little boy who went out to fish and was ptmished 
by somehow becoming suspended by his chin from 
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a hook in the larder. It never produced much 
eflfect upon us, because we felt that the accident 
was, to say the least, rather exceptional; at most, 
we fished on, and were careful about the larder, 
The same principle applies to the poetic justice 
distributed by most novelists. When Richardson 
kills oflE his villains by violent deaths, we know 
too well that many villains live to a good old age, 
leave handsome fortunes, and are buried under 
the handsomest of tombstones, with the most 
elegant of epitaphs. This very rough device for 
inculcating morality Is of course ineffectual, and 
produces some artistic blemishes. The direct ex- 
hortations to his readers to be good are still more 
annoying; no human being can long endure a 
mixture of preaching and story-telling. For 
Heaven's sake, we exclaim, tell us what happens 
to Clarissa, and don*t stop to prove that honesty 
is the best policy [ In a wider sense, however, the 
seriousness of Richardson's purpose is of high 
value. He is so keenly in earnest, so profoundly 
interested about his characters, so determined to 
make us enter into their motives, that we cannot 
help being carried away; if he never spares an 
opportunity of giving us a lecture, at least his 
zeal in setting forth an example never flags for an 
instant. The effort to give us an ideally perfect 
character seems to stimulate his imagination, and 
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leads to a certain intensity of realisation which 
we are apt to miss in the purposeless school of 
novelists. He is always, as it were, writing at 
high-pressure and tinder a sense of responsibility. 
The method which he adopts lends itself very 
conveniently to heighten this effect. Richard- 
son's feminine delight in letter-writing was, as we 
have seen, the immediate cause of his pltmge into 
authorship. Richardson's novels, indeed, are not 
so much novels put for convenience under the 
form of letters, as letters expanded till they be- 
come novels. A genuine novelist who should put 
his work into the tmnatural shape of a correspond- 
ence would probably find it a very awkward 
expedient ; but Richardson gradually worked up 
to the novel from the conception of a collection 
of letters ; and his method, therefore, came spon- 
taneously to him. He started from the plan of 
writing letters to illustrate a certain point of 
morality, and to make them more effective attrib- 
uted them to a fictitious character. The result 
was the gigantic tract called Pamela — distinctly 
the worst of his works — of which it is enough to 
say at present that it succeeds neither in being 
moral nor in amusing. It shows, however, a truly 
amazing fertility in a specially feminine art. We 
have all suffered from the propensity of some 
female minds (the causes of which we will not 
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attempt to analyse) for pouririg forth indefinite 
floods of correspondence. We know the heart- 
less fashion in which some ladies, even in these 
days of penny-postage, will fill a sheet of note- 
paper and proceed to cross their writing till the 
page becomes a cheqtier-work of unintelligible 
hieroglyphics. But we may feel gratitude in 
looking back to the days when time hung heavier, 
and letter-writing was a more serious business* 
The letters of those times may recall the fearful 
and wonderful labours of tapestry in which ladies 
employed their needles by way of killing time. 
The monuments of both kinds are a fearful indi- 
cation of the ennui from which the perpetrators 
must have suffered. We pity those who endured 
the toil as we pity the prisoners whose patient 
ingenuity has carved a passage through a stone 
wall with a rusty naih Richardson's heroines, 
and his heroes too^ for that matter, would have 
been portents at any time. We will take an ex- 
ample at hazard. Miss Byron, on March 22, 
writes a letter of fourteen pages (in the old col- 
lective edition). The same day she follows it up 
by two of six and of twelve pages respectively. 
On the 23rd she leads off with a letter of eighteen 
pages, and another of ten. On the 24th she gives 
us two, filling together thirty pages, at the end of 
which she remarks that she is forced to lay down 
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her pen, and then adds a postscript of six more; 
on the 2Sth she confines herseK to two pages; but 
after a Sunday's rest she makes another start of 
equal vigour. In three days, therefore, she covers 
ninety-six pages. Two of the pages are about 
equal to foiu* in this volume. Consequently, in / "^ 
three days' correspondence, referring to the events 
of the day, she would fill something like a himdred 
and ninety-two of these pages — a task the CMgni- 
tude of which may be appreciated by any one^ho 
will try the experiment. We should say that she 
must have written for nearly eight hours a day, 
and are not surprised at her remark, that she has 
on one occasion only managed two hours' sleep. 

It would, of course, be the height of pedantry 
to dwell upon this, as though a fictitious person- 
age were to be in all respects bounded by the 
narrow limits of human capacity. It is not the 
object of a really good novelist, nor does it come 
within the legitimate means of high art in any 
department to produce an actual illusion. Show- 
men in some foreign palaces call upon us to admire 
paintings which we cannot distinguish from bas- 
reliefs ; the deception is, of course, a mere trick, 
and the paintings are simply childish. On the 
stage we do not require to believe that the scenery 
is really what it imitates, and the attempt to 
introduce scraps of real life is a clear proof of a 
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low artistic aim. Similarly a novelist is not only 
justified in writing so as to prove that his work is 
fictitious, but he almost necessarily hampers him- 
self, to the prejudice of his work, if he imposes 
upon himself the condition that his book shall be 
capable of being mistaken for a genuine narrative. 
Every good novelist lets us into secrets about the 
private thoughts of his characters which it would 
be impossible to obtain in real life. We do not, 
therefore, blame Richardson because his charac- 
ters have a power of writing which no mortal could 
ever attain. His fault, indeed, is exactly the 
contrary. He very erroneously fancies that he is 
bound to convince us of the possibiHty of all his 
machinery, and often produces the very shock to 
our belief which he seeks to avoid. He is con- 
stantly tr3nng to account by elaborate devices for 
the fertile correspondence of his characters, when 
it is perfectly plain that they are simply writing 
a novel. We should never have asked a question 
as to the authenticity of the letters, if he did not 
force the question upon us ; and no art can induce 
us for a moment to accept the proffered illusion. 
For example, Miss Byron gives us a long account 
of conversations between persons whom she did 
not know, which took place ten years before. It 
is much better that the impossibility should be 
frankly accepted, on the clear ground that an- 
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thors of novels, and consequently their creatures, 
have the prerogative of omniscience. At least, 
the slightest accotint of the way in which she came 
by the knowledge would be enough to satisfy us 
for all purposes of fiction. Richardson is not con- 
tent with this, and elaborately demonstrates that 
she might have known a number of minute details 
which it is perfectly plain that a real Miss Byron 
could never have known, and thus dashes into our 
faces an improbability which we should have been 
quite content to pass tmnoticed. 

The method, however, of telling the story by 
the correspondence of the actors produces more 
important effects. The htmdred and ninety-two 
pages in question are all devoted to the proceed- 
ings of three days. They are filled, for the most 
part, with interminable conversations. The story 
advances by a very few steps; but we know all 
that every one of the persons concerned has to 
say about the matter. We discover what was Sir 
Charles Grandison's relation at a particular time 
to a certain Italian lady, Clementina. We are 
told exactly what view he took of his own posi- 
tion; what view Clementina took of it; what 
Miss Byron had to say to Sir Charles on the sub- 
ject, and what advice her relations bestowed upon 
Miss Byron. Then we have all the sentiments of 
Sir Charles Grandison's sisters, and of his brothers- 
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in-law, and of his reverend old tutor; and the 
sentiments of all the Lady Clementina's family, 
and the incidental remarks of a number of subor- 
dinate actors. In short, we see the characters all 
round in all their relations to each other, in every 
possible variation and permutation; we are pres- 
ent at all the discussions which take place before 
every step, and watch the gradual variation of all 
the phases of the positions. We get the same 
sort of elaborate familiarity with every aspect of 
aflEairs that we should receive from reading a 
blue-book full of some prolix diplomatic corre- 
spondence; indeed, Sir Charles Grandison closely 
resembles such a blue-book, for the plot is carried 
on mainly by elaborate negotiations between three 
different families, with proposals, and counter pro- 
posals, and amended proposals, and a final settle- 
ment of the very complicated business by a 
deliberate signing of two different sets of articles. 
One of them^ we need hardly say, is a marriage 
settlement ; the other is a definite treaty betw^n 
the lady who is not married and her family, the 
discussion of which occupies many pages. The 
extent to which we are drawn into the minutest 
details may be inferred from the fact that nearly 
a volume is given to marrying Sir Charles Grandi- 
son to Miss Byron, after all difficulties have been 
surmounted. We have at fuU length aU the 
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discussions by which the day is fixed, and all the 
remarks of the unforttmate lovers of both parties, 
and all the criticisms of both families, and finally 
an elaborate accotmt of the ceremony, with the 
names of the persons who went in the separate 
coaches, the dresses of the bride and bridesmaids, 
and the simis which Sir Charles gave away to the 
village girls who strewed flowers on the pathway. 
Surely the feminine element in Richardson's char- 
acter was a little in excess. 

The result of all this is a sort of Dutch paint- 
ing of extraordinary minuteness. The art reminds 
us of the patient labour of a line-engraver, who 
works for days at making out one little bit of 
minute stippling and cross-hatching. The charac- 
ters are displayed to us step by step and line by 
line. We are gradually forced into familiarity 
with them by a process resembling that by which 
we learn to know people in real life. We are 
treated to few set analyses or summary descrip- 
tions, but by constantly reading their letters and 
listening to their talk we gradually form an opin- 
ion of the actors. We see them, too, all round; 
instead of, as is usual in modem novels, regarding 
them steadily from one point of view; we know 
what each person thinks of every one else, and 
what every one else thinks of him; they are 
brought into a stereoscopic distinctness by com- 




Richardson's Novels 



bining the different aspects of their character. Of 
course, a method of this kind involves much 
labour on the part both of writer and reader. It 
is evident that Richatrdson did not think of amus- 
ing a stray half -hour in a railway-carriage or in a 
club smoking-room; he counted upon readers 
who would apply themselves seriously to a task, 
in the hope of improving their morals as much as 
of gaining some harmless amusement. This theory 
is explicitly set forth in Warburton's preface to 
Clarissa. But it must also be said that, consider- 
ing the cumbrous nature of the process, the spirit 
with which it is applied is wonderful. Richard- 
son's own interest in his actors never flags. The 
distinct style of every correspondent is faithfully 
preserved with singular vivacity. When we have 
read a few letters we are never at a loss to tell, 
from the style alone of any short passage, who 
is the imaginary author. Consequently, readers 
who can bear to have their amusement diluted, 
who are content with an imperceptibly slow de- 
velopment of plot, and can watch without im- 
patience the approach of a foreseen incident 
through a couple of volumes, may find the pro- 
lixity less intolerable than might be expected. If 
they will be content to skip when they are bored, 
even less patient students may be entertained 
with a series of pictures of character and manners 
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skilfully contrasted and brilliantly coloiired, 
though with a limited allowance of incident. 
Within his own sphere, no writer exceeds him in 
clearness and delicacy of conception. 

In another way, the machinery of a fictitious 
correspondence is rather troublesome. As the 
author never appears in his own person, he is 
often obliged to trust his characters with trumpet- 
ing their own virtues. Sir Charles Grandison has 
to tell us himself of his own virtuous deeds ; how 
he disarms ruffians who attack him in overwhelm- 
ing ntunbers, and converts evil-doers by impres- 
sive advice; and, still more awkwardly, he has to 
repeat the amazing compliments which everybody 
is always paying him. Richardson does his best 
to evade the necessity ; he couples all his virtuous 
heroes with friendly confidants, who relieve the 
virtuous heroes of the tiresome task of self -adula- 
tion ; he supplies the heroes themselves ■ with 
elaborate reasons for overcoming their modesty, 
and makes them apologise profusely for the im- 
welcome task. Still, ingenious as his expedients 
may be, and willing as we are to make allowance 
for the necessities of his task, we cannot quite free 
ourselves from an impleasant -suspicion as to the 
simplicity of his characters. Clarissa is com- 
paratively free from this fault, though Clarissa 
takes a questionable pleasure in uttering the finest 
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sentiments and posing herself as a model of virtue. 
But in Sir Charles Grandison the fulsome inter- 
change of flattery becomes offensive even in fic- 
tion. The virtuous character give and receive an 
amount of eulogy enough to turn the strongest 
stomachs. How amiable is A ! says B ; how vir- 
tuous is C, and how marveUoiisly witty is D! 
And then A^ C, and D go through the same per- 
formance, adding a proper compHment to B in 
place of the exclamation appropriate to them- 
selves. The only parallel in modem times is to 
be found at some of the public dinnerSp where 
every man proposes his neighbour's health with a 
tacit understanding that he is himself to furnish 
the text for a similar oration. But then at 
dinners people have the excuse of a state of 
modified sobriety* 

This fault is, as we have said, aggravated by the 
epistolary method. That method makes it neces- 
sary that each person should display his or her 
own virtues, as in an exiiibition of gymnastics the 
performers walk round and show their muscles. 
But the fault Hes a good deal deeper. Every 
writer, consciously or imconsciously, puts himself 
into his novels, and exhibits his own character 
even more distinctly than that of his heroes. And 
Richardson, the head of a little circle of con- 
scientious admirers of each other^s virtues, could 
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not but reproduce on a different scale the tone of 
his own society. The Grandisons, and the fam- 
ilies of Miss Byron and Clementina, merely repeat 
a practice with which he was tolerably familiar at 
home; whilst his characters represent to some 
e3ctent the idealised Richardson himself; — ^and 
this leads us to the most essential characteristic 
of his novels. The greatest woman in France, 
according to Napoleon's brutal remark, was the 
woman who had the most children. In a differ- 
ent sense, the saying may pass for truth. The 
greatest writer is the one who has produced the 
largest family of immortal children. Those of 
whom it can be said that they have really added 
a new type to the fictitious world are indeed few 
in number. Cervantes is in the front rank of all 
imaginative creators, because he has given birth 
to Don Quixote and Sancho Panza. Richardson's 
literary representatives are far indeed below these ; 
but Richardson too may boast that, in his nar- 
rower sphere of thought, he has invented two 
characters that have still a strong vitality. They 
show all the weaknesses inseparable from the age 
and cotmtry of their origin. They are far inferior 
to the highest ideals of the great poets of the 
world; they are cramped and deformed by the 
conventionalities of their century and the narrow 
society in which they move and live. But for 
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all that they stir the emotions of a distant gen- 
eration with power enough to show that their 
author must have pierced below the surface into 
the deeper and more perennial springs of human 
passion. These two characters are, of coursCp 
Clarissa and Sir Charles Grandison; and I may 
endeavour shortly to analyse the sources of their 
eiduring interest. 

Sir Charles Grandison has passed into a pro- 
verb. When Carlyle calls Lafayette a Grandison- 
Cromwell, he hits off one of those admirable 
nicknames which paint a character for us at once. 
Sir Charles Grandison is the model jfine gentleman 
of the eighteenth century— the master of correct 
deportment^ the unimpeachable representative of 
the old school, Richardson tells us with a certain 
naivete that he has been accused of describing aa 
impossible character; that Sir Charles is a man 
absolutely without a fault, or at least with faults 
visible only on a most microscopic observation. 
In fact, the only fault to which Sir Charles him- 
self pleads guilty, in seven volumes, is that he 
once rather loses his temper. Two ruffians try to 
bully him in his own house, and even draw their 
swords upon him. Sir Charles so far forgets him- 
self as to draw his own sword, disarm both of his 
opponents and turn them out of doors. He can- 
not forgive himself, he says, that he has been 
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"provoked by two such men to violate the sanc- 
tity of his own house." His only excuse is, ** that 
there were two of them; and that tho' I drew, 
yet I had the command of myself so far as only 
to defend myself, when I might have done with 
them what I pleased." According to Richardson, 
this venial offence is the worst blot on Sir Charles's 
character. We certainly do not blame him for the 
attempt to draw an ideally perfect hero. It is a 
perfectly legitimate aim in fiction, and the only 
question can be whether he has succeeded: for 
Richardson's own commendation cannot be taken 
as quite sufficient, neither can we quite accept the 
ingenious artifice by which all the secondary 
characters perform as decoy-birds to attract our 
admiration. They do their very best to induce 
us to join in their hymns of praise. ** Grandison," 
says a Roman Catholic bishop, "were he one of 
us, might expect canonisation." "How," ex- 
claims his uncle, after a conversation with his 
paragon of a nephew, "how shall I bear my own 
littleness?" A party of reprobates about town 
have a long dispute with him, endeavouring to 
force him into a duel. At the end of it one of 
them exclaims admiringly, "Curse me, if I be- 
lieve there is such another man in the world!" 
" I never saw a hero till now," says another. " I 
had rather have Sir C. Grandison for my friend 
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than the greatest prince on earth," says a third. 
** I had rather/' repHes his friend, *'be Sir C. 
Grandison for this one past hour than the Great 
Mogul ail my Ufe/* And the general conclusion 
is, ** What poor toads are we T' " This man shows 
us/' as a lady declares, "that goodness and great- 
ness are synonymous words ;" and when his sister 
marries, she complains that her brother '*has long 
made all other men indifferent to her. Such an 
infinite difference!" In the evening, according 
to custom, she dances a minuet with her bride- 
groom, but whispers a friend that she would have 
performed better had she danced with her brother. 
The structure, however, of the story itself is the 
best illustration of Sir Charles's admirable qual- 
ities. The plot is very simple. He rescues Miss 
Byron, from an attempt at a forcible abduction. 
Miss Byron, according to her friends, is the queen 
of her sex, and is amongst women what Sir Charles 
is amongst men. Of course, they straightway fall 
in love. Sir Charles, however, shows symptoms 
of a singular reserve, which is at last explained by 
the fact that he is already half -engaged to a noble 
Italian lady, Clementina. He has promised, in 
fact, to marry her if certain objections on the score 
of his country and religion can be surmounted. 
The interest Hes chiefly in the varying inclinations 
of the balance, at one moment favourable to Miss 
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Byron, and at another to the ** saint and angel" 
Clementina. When Miss Byron thinks that Sir 
Charles will be bound in honour to marry Clemen- 
tina, she begins to pine ; 

she visibly falls away; and her fine complexion 
fades; [her friends] watch in silent love every turn of 
her mild and patient eye, every change of her charm- 
ing countenance; for they know too well to what to 
impute the malady which has approached the best of 
hearts ; they know that the cure cannot be within the 
art of the physician. 

When Clementina fears that the scruples of her 
relatives will separate her from Sir Charles, she 
takes the still more decided step of going mad; 
and some of her madness would be very touching, 
if it were not a trifle too much after the conven- 
tional pattern of the mad women in Sheridan's 
Critic. Whilst these two ladies are breaking 
their hearts about Sir Charles they do justice to 
each other's merits. Harriet will never be happy 
unless she knows that the admirable Clementina 
has reconciled herself to the loss of her adored; 
when Clementina finds herself finally separated 
from her lover, she sincerely implores Sir Charles 
to marry her more forttmate rival. Never was 
there such a display of fine feeling and utter ab- 
sence of jealousy. Meanwhile a lovely ward of 
Sir Charles finds it necessary to her peace of mind 
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to be separated from her guardian ; and another 
beautiful, but rather less admirable, ItaHan actu- 
ally follows him to England to persuade him to 
accept her hand. Four ladies — ^all of them pat- 
terns of physical, moral, and intellectual excel- 
lence—are breaking their hearts ; and though they 
are so excellent that they overcome their natural 
jealousy, they can scarcely look upon any other 
man after having known this model of all his sex. 
Indeed, every woman who approaches him falls 
desperately in love with him, imless she is his 
sister or old enough to be his grandmother. The 
plot of the novel depends upon an attraction for 
the fair sex which is apparently irresistible; and 
the men, if they are virtuous, rejoice to sit ad- 
miringly at his feet, and, if they are vicious, retire 
abashed from his presence, to entreat his good 
advice when they are upon their deathbeds. 

All this is easy enough, A novelist can make 
his women fall in love with his hero as easily as, 
with a stroke of the pen, he can endow him with 
fifty thousand a year, or bestow upon him every 
virtue under heaven. Neither has he any diffi- 
culty in making him the finest dancer in England, 
or giving him such marv^ellous skill with the 
small-sword that he can avoid the sin of duelling 
by instantaneously disarming his most formidable 
opponents. The real question is, whether he can 
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animate this conglomerate of all conceivable vir- 
tues with a real human soul, xSet him before us as 
a living and breathing reality, and make us feel 
that, if we had known him, we too should have 
been ready to swell the full chorus of admiration. 
It is rather more difficult to convey the impres- 
sion which a perusal of his correspondence and 
conversation leaves upon an unprejudiced mind. 
Does Sir Charles, when we come to know him 
intimately — ^for, with the ample materials pro- 
vided, we really seem to know him — ^fairly sup- 
port the amazing burden thrown upon him? Do 
we feel a certain disappointment when we meet 
the man whom all ladies love, and in whom every 
gentleman confesses a superior nature? 

Two anecdotes about Sir Charles may suggest 
the answer. Voltaire, we know, ridiculed the 
proud English, who with the same scissors cut off 
the heads of their kings and the tails of their 
horses. To this last weakness Sir Charles was 
superior. His horses, says Miss B3n'on, **are not 
docked ; their tails are only tied up when they are 
on the road." She would wish to find some fault 
with him, but as she forcibly says. 



if he be of opinion that the tails of these noble ani- 
mals are not only a natural ornament, but of real use 
to defend them from the vexatious insects that in 
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stunmer are so apt to annoy them, how far from a 
dispraise is this humane consideration! 

The other anecdote is of a different kind. When 
Sir Charles goes to church he does not, like some 
other gentlemen, bow low to the ladies of his ac- 
quaintance, and then to others of the gentry. 
No! ** Sir Charles had first other devoirs to pay. 
He paid us his second compliments." From these 
two exemplary actions we must infer his whole 
character. It should have been inscribed on his 
tombstone, ** He would not dock his horses' tails." 
That is, the most trifling details of his conduct 
are regulated on the most serious considerations. 
He is one of those solemn beings who can't shave 
themselves without implicitly asserting a great 
moral principle. He finds sermons in his horses' 
tails; he could give an excellent reason for the 
quantity of lace on his coat, which was due, it 
seems, to a sentiment of filial reverence; and he 
could not fix his hour for dinner without an eye 
to the reformation of society. In short, he was a 
prig of the first water; self-conscious to the last 
degree; and so crammed with little moral aphor- 
isms that they drop out of his mouth whenever he 
opens his lips. And then his religion is in admir- 
able keeping. It is intimately connected with the 
excellence of his deportment; and is, in fact, 
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merely the application of the laws of good society 
to the loftiest sphere of human duty. He pays 
his second compliments to his lady, and his first 
to the object of his adoration. He very properly 
gives the precedence to the being he professes to 
adore. As he carries his solemnity into the pet- 
tiest trifles of life, so he considers religious duties 
to be simply the most important part of social 
etiquette. He would shrink from blasphemy even 
more than from keeping on his hat in the presence 
of ladies; but the respect which he owes in one 
case is of the same order with that due in the 
other: it is only a degree more important. 

We feel, indeed, a certain affection for Sir 
Charles Grandison. He is pompous and cere- 
monious to an insufferable degree; but there is 
really some truth in his sister's assertion, that his 
is the most delicate of human minds ; through the 
cumbrous formalities of his century there shines 
a certain quickness and sensibility ; he even con- 
descends to be lively after a stately fashion, and 
to indulge in a little ''railljdng," only guarding 
himself rather too carefully against unbecoming 
levity. Indeed, though a man of the world at the 
present day would be as much astonished at his 
elaborate manners as at his laced coat and sword, 
he would admit that Sir Charles was by no means 
wanting in tact; his talk is weighted with more 
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elaborate formulse than we care to employ, but it 
is good, vigorous conversation in the main, and, 
if rather overlaid with sermonising, can at times 
be really amusing. His religion is not of a very 
exalted character ; he rises to no subhme heights 
of emotion, and would simply be puzzled by the 
fervours or the doubts of a more modem genera- 
tion. In short, it seems to be compounded of 
common-sense and a regard for decorum—and 
those are not bad things in their way, though not 
the highest. He is not a very ardent reformer; 
he doubts whether the poor should be taught to 
read, and is very clear that every one should be 
made to know his station ; but still he talks with 
sense and moderation, and even gets so far as to 
suggest the necessity of reformatories. He is not 
very romantic, and displays an amount of self- 
command in judicially settling the claims of the 
various ladies who are anxious to marry him, 
which is almost comic; he is perfectly ready to 
marry the Italian lady, if she can surmount her 
reHgious scruples, though he is in love with Miss 
Byron; and his mind is evidently in a pleasing 
state of equilibrium, so that he will be happy with 
either dear charmer. Indeed, for so chivalric a 
gentleman, his view of love and marriage is far 
less enthusiastic than we should now require. 
One of his benevolent actions, which throws all 
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his admirers into fits of eulogy, is to provide one 
of his uncles with a wife. The gentleman is a 
peer, but has hitherto been of disreputable life. 
The lady, though of good family and education, is 
above thirty, and her family have lost their estate. 
The match of convenience which Sir Charles 
patches up between them has obvious prudential 
recommendations ; and of course it turns out ad- 
mirably. But one is rather puzzled to know what 
special merit Sir Charles can claim for bringing it 
to pass. 

Such a hero as this may be worthy and respect- 
able, but is not a very exalted ideal. Neither do 
his circumstances increase our interest. It would 
be rather a curious subject of inquiry why it 
should be so impossible to make a virtuous 
hero interesting in fiction. In real life, men who 
do heroic actions are certainly more attractive 
than the villains. Domestic affection, patriot- 
ism, piety, and other good qualities are pleas- 
ant to contemplate in the world; why should 
they be so often an unspeakable bore in novels? 
Principally, no doubt, because our conception of a 
perfect man is apt to bring the negative qualities 
into too great prominence; we are asked to ad- 
mire men because they have not passions — ^not 
because they overcome them. But there are fur- 
ther difficulties; for example, in a novel it is gen- 
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erally so easy to see what is wrong and what is 
right — the right-hand path branches off so decid- 
edly from the left, that we give a man little credit 
for making the proper choice. Still more is it 
diffiailt to let us sufficiently into a man's interior 
to let us see the struggle and the self-sacrifice 
which ought to stir our sympathies. We witness 
the victories, but it is hard to make us feel the 
cost at which they are won. Now; Richardson 
has, as we shall directly remark, overcome this 
difficulty to a great extent in Clarissa; but in Sir 
Charles Grandison he has entirely shirked it; he 
has made everything too plain and easy for his 
hero. " I think I could be a good woman,** says 
Becky Sharp, ''if I had five thousand a year,"— 
and the history of Sir Charles Grandison might 
have suggested the remark. To be young, hand- 
some, healthy, active, with a fine estate and a 
gr^id old house ; to be able, by your eloquence, to 
send a sinner into a fit (as Sir Charles did once) ; 
to be the object of a devoted passion from three 
or four amiable, accompUshed, and beautiful 
women — each of whom has a fine fortune, and 
only begs you to throw your handkerchief towards 
her, whilst she promises to bear no grudge if you 
throw it to her neighbour — all these are favour- 
able conditions for virtue — especially if you mean 
the virtues of being hospitable^ generous, a good 
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landlord and husband, and in every walk of life 
thoroughly gentlemanlike in your behaviour. But 
the whole design is rather too much in accord- 
ance with the device in enabling Sir Charles to 
avoid duels by having a marvellous trick of dis- 
arming his adversaries. "What on earth is the 
use of my fighting with you," says King Padella 
to Prince Giglio, **if you have got a fairy sword 
and a fairy horse?" And what merit is there in 
winning the battle of life, when you have every 
single circumstance in your favour? We are 
more attracted by Fielding's rather questionable 
hero. Captain Booth, though he does get into a 
sponging-house and is anything but a strict moral- 
ist, than by this prosperous yotmg Sir Charles, 
rich with every gift the gods can give him, and of 
whom the most we can say is that the posses- 
sion of all those gifts, if it has made him rather 
pompous and self-conscious, has not made him 
close-fisted or hard-hearted. Sir Charles, then, 
represents a rather carnal ideal; he suggests to us 
those weU-fed, almost beefy and corpulent angels, 
whom the contemporary school of painters some- 
times portray. No doubt they are angels, for 
they have wings and are seated in the clouds; 
but there is nothing ethereal in their whole na- 
ture. We have no love for asceticism ; but a few 
hours on the column of St. Simon Stylites, or a 
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temporary diet of locusts and wild honey, rrught 
have purified Sir Charles's exuberant self-satisfac- 
tion. For all this, he is not without a certain 
solid merit, and the persons by whom he is sur- 
rounded — on whom we have not space to dwell— 
have a large share of the vivacity which amuses 
us in the real men and women of their time. 
Their talk may not be equal to that in Boswell's 
Johnson; but it is animated and amusing, and 
they compose a gallery of portraits which would 
look well in a solid red-brick mansion of the 
Georgian era. 

We must, however, leave Sir Charles, to say a 
few words upon that which is Richardson *s real 
masterpiece, and which, in spite of a full share of 
the defects apparent in Grandisan, will always 
command the admiration of persons who have 
courage enough to get through eight volumes of 
correspondence. The characters of the little 
world in which the reader will pass his time are 
in some cases the same who reappear in Grandi- 
san. The Uvely Lady G. in the last is merely a 
new version of Miss Howe in the former. Clarissa 
herself is Miss Byron under altered circumstances, 
and receives from her friends the same shower of 
superlatives, whenever they have occasion to 
touch upon her merits. Richardson's ideal lady 
is not at first sight more prepossessing than his 
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gentleman. After Clarissa's death, her friend 
Miss Howe writes a glowing panegyric on her 
character. It will be enough to give the distribu- 
tion of her time. To rest, it seems, she allotted 
six hours only. Her first three morning hours 
were devoted to study and to writing those ter- 
ribly volimiinous letters which, as one would have 
thought, must have consumed a still longer 
period. Two hours more were given to domestic 
management; for, as Miss Howe explains, ''she 
was a perfect mistress of the four principal rules 
of arithmetic." Five hours were spent in music, 
drawing, and needlework, this last especially, and 
in conversation with the venerable parson of the 
parish. Two hours she devoted to breakfast and 
dinner; and as it was hard to restrict herself to 
this allowance, she occasionally gave one hour 
more to dinner-time conversation. One hour 
more was spent in visiting the neighbouring poor, 
and the remaining four hours to supper and con- 
versation. These periods, it seems, were not fixed 
for every day; for she kept a kind of running 
account, and permitted herself to have an occa- 
sional holiday by drawing upon the reserved fund 
of the four hours for supper. 

Setting aside the fearfully systematic nature of 
this arrangement — ^the stem determination to live 
by rule and system — ^it must be admitted that Miss 
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Harlowe was what in outworn phrase was called a 
very '* superior'* person. She would have made 
an excellent housekeeper, or even a respectable 
governess. We feel a certain gratitude to her for 
devoting four hours to supper; and, indeed, 
Richardson's characters are always well cared for 
in the victualling department. They always take 
their solid three meals, with a Hberal intercala- 
tion of dishes of tea and chocolate. Miss Har- 
lowe, we must add, knew Latin, although her 
quotations of classical authors are generally taken 
from translations. Her successor, Miss Byron, was 
not allowed this accomplishment, Richardson* s 
doubts of its suitability to ladies having appar- 
ently gathered strength in the interval Not- 
withstanding this one audacious excursion into 
the regions of manly knowledge, Miss Harlowe 
appears to us as, in the main, a healthy, sensible, 
coiHitry girl, with sound sense, the highest re- 
spect for decorum, and an exaggerated regard for 
constituted, especially paternal, authority. We 
cannot expect, from her, any of the outbreaks 
against the laws of society customary with George 
Sand*s heroines. If she had changed places with 
Maggie TulHver, she would have accepted the 
society of the Mill on the Floss with perfect con- 
tentment, respected all the family of aunts and 
uncles, and never repined against the tyranny of 
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her brother Tom. She would have been con- 
scious of no vague imaginative yearnings, nor have 
beaten herself against the narrow bars of stolid 
custom. She wotild have laid up a vast store of 
linen, and walked thankfully in the path chalked 
out for her. Certainly she wotdd never have nm 
away with Mr. Stephen Guest without tyranny of 
a much more tangible kind than that which acts 
only through the finer spiritual tissues. When 
Clarissa went off with Lovelace, it was not be- 
cause she had unsatisfied aspirations after a higher 
order of life, but because she had been locked up 
in her room, as a solitary prisoner, and her family 
had tried to force her into marriage with a man 
whom she had excellent reasons for hating and 
despising. The worst point about Clarissa is one 
which was keenly noticed by Johnson. There is 
always something, he said, which she prefers to 
truth. She is a little too anxious to keep up 
appearances, and we desire to see more of the 
natural woman. 

Yet the long tragedy in which Clarissa is the 
victim is not the less affecting because the tor- 
ments are of an intelligible kind, and require no 
highly-strung sensibility to give them keenness. 
The heroine is first bullied and then deserted by 
her family, cut off from the friends who have a 
desire to help her, and handed over to the power 





Richardson's Novels 113 

of an unscrupulous libertine. When she dies of a 
broken heart, the most callous and prosaic of 
readers must feel that it is the only release pos- 
sible for her. And in the gradual development of 
his plot, the slow accumulation of horrors upon 
the head of a virtuous victim, Richardson shows 
the power which places him in the front rank of 
novelists, and finds precisely the field in which 
his method is most effective and its drawbacks 
least arnioying. In the first place, in spite of his 
enormous prolixity, the interest is throughout 
concentrated upon one figure. In Sir Charles 
Grandison there are episodes meant to illustrate 
the virtues of the '^next-to-divine man" which 
have nothing to do with the main narrative. In 
Clarissa every subordinate plot — and they abound 
—bears immediately upon the central action of 
the story, and produces a constant alternation of 
hope and foreboding. The last volumes, indeed, 
are draggoi out in a way which is injurious in 
several respects. Clarissa, to use Charles II /s 
expression about himself, takes an unconscionable 
time about dying. But until the climax is 
reached, we see the clouds steadily gathering, and 
yet witii an increasing hope that they may be 
suddenly cleared up. The only EngHsh novel 
which produces a similar effect, and impresses us 
with the sense of an inexorable fate, slowly but 
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steadily approaching, is the Bride of Lammermoor 
— ^in some respects the best and most artistic of 
Scott's novels. Superior as is Scott's art in cer- 
tain directions, we scarcely feel the same interest 
in his chief characters, though there is the same 
imity of construction. We cannot feel for the 
Master of Ravenswood the sympathy which 
Clarissa extorts. For in Clarissa's profound dis- 
tress we lose sight of the narrow round of respect- 
abilities in which her earlier life is passed; the 
petty pompousness, the intense propriety which 
annoy us in Sir Charles Grandison disappear or 
become pathetic. When people are dying of 
broken hearts we forget their little absurdities of 
costume. A more powerful note is soimded, and 
the little superficial absurdities are forgotten. 
We laugh at the first feminine description of her 
dress — a Brussels-lace cap, with sky-blue ribbon, 
pale crimson-coloured paduasoy, with cuifs em- 
broidered in a running pattern of violets and their 
leaves ; but we are more disposed to cry (if many 
novels have not exhausted all our powers of weep- 
ing) when we come to the final scene. 

One faded cheek rested upon the good woman's 
bosom, the kindly warmth of which had overspread it 
with a faint but charming flush; the other paler and 
hollow, as if already iced over by death. Her hands, 
white as the lily, with her meandering veins more 
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transparently blue than ever I had seen even hers^ 
hanging Hfelessly, one before her, the other grasped 
by the right hand of the kindly widow, whose tears 
bedewed the sweet face which her motherly bosom 
supported, though unfelt by the fair sleeper; and 
either insensibly to the good woman, or what she 
would not disturb her to w^pe off or to change her 
posture. Her aspect was sweetly calm and serene; 
and though she started now and then, yet her sleep 
seemed easy ; her breath indeed short and quick, but 
tolerably free, and not like that of a dying person. 



AUowdng for the queer grammar, this is surely a 
touching and simple picture. The epistolary 
method, though it has its dangers, lends itself 
well to heighten our interest. Where the object 
is rather to appeal to our sympathies than to give 
elaborate analyses of character, or complicated 
narratives of incident, it is as well to let the per- 
sons speak for themselves. A hero cannot con- 
veniently say, like Sir Charles Grandison, *'See 
how virtuous and brave and modest I am;'* nor 
is it easy to make a story clear when it has to be 
broken up and distributed amongst people speak- 
ing from different points of view; it is hard to 
make the testimonies of the different witnesses fit 
into each other neatly. But a cry of agony caa 
come from no other quarter so effectively as from 
the sufferer's own mouth, Clarissa Harlowe is in 
fact one long lamentation, passing gradually from 
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a tone of indignant complaint to one of despair, 
and rising at the end to Christian resignation. 
So prolonged a performance in every key of 
himian misery is indeed painful from its mono- 
tony ; and we may admit that a limited selection 
from the correspondence, passing through more 
rapid gradations, wotdd be more effective. We 
might be spared some of the elaborate specula- 
tions upon various phases of the affair which pass 
away without any permanent effect. Richardson 
seems to be scarcely content even with drawing 
his characters as large as life ; he wishes to apply 
a magnifying-glass. Yet, even in this incessant 
repetition there is a certain element of power. 
We are forced to drain every drop in the cup, and 
to appreciate every ingredient which adds bitter- 
ness to its flavour. We are annoyed and wearied 
at times; but as we read we not only wonder at 
the ntunber of variations performed upon one 
tune, but feel that he has succeeded in thoroughly 
forcing upon our minds, by incessant hammering, 
the impression which he desires to produce. If 
the blows are not all very powerful, each blow 
tells. There is something impressive in the intens- 
ity of purpose which keeps one end in view 
through so elaborate a process, and the skill which 
forms such a multitudinous variety of parts into 
one artistic whole. The proportions of this gigatx- 
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tic growth are preserved with a sHU which would 
be singular even in the normal scale ; a respect in 
which most giants, whether human or literary, 
are apt to break down. 

To make the story complete, the plot should 
have been as effectively conceived as Clarissa her- 
self, and the other characters should be equally 
worthy of their position. Here there are certain 
drawbacks. The plot, it might easily be shown, 
is utterly incredible, Richardson has the great- 
est difficulty in preventing his heroine from 
escaping, and at times we must not look too 
closely for fear of detecting the flimsy nature of 
her imaginary chains. There is, indeed, no reason 
for looking closely; so long as the situations bring 
out the desired sentiment, we may accept them 
for the nonce, without asking whether they could 
possibly have occurred. It is of more importance 
to Judge of the consistency of the chief agent in 
the persecution. Lovelace is by far the most 
ambitious character that Richardson has at- 
tempted. To heap together a mass of virtues, 
and christen the result Clarissa Harlowe or Charles 
Grandison, is comparatively easy; but it is a 
harder task to compose a villain, who shall be by 
nature a devil, and yet capable of imposing upon 
an angel. Some of Richardson's judicious critics 
declared that he must have been himself a man 
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of vicious life or he could never have described a 
libertine so vividly. This is one of the smart 
sayings which are obviously the proper thing to 
say, but which, notwithstanding, are little better 
than silly. Lovelace is evidently a fancy charac- 
ter — ^if we may use the expression. He bears not 
a single mark of being painted from life, and is 
formed by the simple process of putting together 
the most brilliant qualities which his creator 
could devise to meet the occasion. We do not 
say that the result is psychologically impossible; 
for it would be very rash to dogmatise on any 
such question. No one can say what strange 
amalgams of virtue and vice may have sufficient 
stability to hold together during a journey through 
this world. But it is plain that Lovelace is not a 
result of observation, but an almost fantastic mix- 
ture of qualities intended to fit him for the difficult 
part he has to play. To exalt Clarissa, for ex- 
ample, Lovelace's family are represented as all 
along earnestly desirous of a marriage between 
them; and Lovelace has every conceivable mo- 
tive, including the desire to avoid hanging, for 
agreeing to the match. His refusal is unintellig- 
ible, and Richardson has to supply him with a 
reason so absurd and so diabolical that we cannot 
believe in it ; it reminds us of Hamlet's objecting 
to killing his uncle whilst at prayers, on the 
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ground that it would be sending him straight to 
heaven. But we may, if we please, consider 
Hamlet^s conceit as a mere pretext invented to 
excuse his irresolution to himself ; whereas Love- 
lace speculates so long and so seriously upon the 
marriage, that we are bound to consider his far- 
fetched arguments as sincere. And the sup- 
position makes his wickedness gratuitous, if we 
believe in his sanity* Lovelace suffers^ again, 
from the same necessity which injures Sir Charles 
Grandison ; as the virtuous hero has to be always 
expatiating on his own virtues, the vicious hero 
has to boast of his o^^m vices ; it is true that this 
iSp in an artistic sense, the least repulsive habit 
of the two; for it gives reason for hating not a 
hero but a villain ; unluckily it is also a reason for 
refusing to believe in his existence* The im- 
probability of a thoroughpaced scoundrel writing 
daily elaborate confessions of his criminality to a 
friend, even when the friend condemns him, ex- 
patiating upon atrocities that deserved hanging, 
and justifying his vices on principle, is rather too 
glaring to be admissible. And by another odd 
inconsistency, Lovelace is described as being all 
the time a steady believer in eternal punishment 
and a rebuker of sceptics — Richardson being ap- 
parently of opinion that infidelity would be too 
bad to be introduced upon the stage, though a 
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vice might be described in detail. A man who 
has broken through all moral laws might be al- 
lowed a little free-thinking. We might add that 
Lovelace, in spite of the cleverness attributed to 
him, is really a most imbecile schemer. The 
first principle of a villain should be to tell as 
few lies as will serve his purpose; but Lovelace 
invents such elaborate and complicated pbts, 
presenting so many chances of detection and 
introducing so many persons into his secrets, 
that it is evident that in real life he would have 
broken down in a week. 

Granting the high improbability of Lovelace as 
a real living htmian being, it must be admitted 
that he has every merit but that of existence. 
The letters which he writes are the most animated 
in the voluminous correspondence. The respect- 
able domestic old printer, who boasted of the 
perfect purity of his own life, seems to have thrown 
himself with special gusto into the character of a 
heartless reprobate. He must have felt a certain 
piquancy in writing down the most atrocious sen- 
timents in his own respectable parlour. He would 
show that the quiet humdrum old tradesman 
could be on paper as sprightly and audacious as 
the most profligate man about town. As quiet 
people are apt to do, he probably exaggerated the 
enormities which such men would openly avow; 
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he fancied that the world beyond his little circle 
was a wilderness of wild beasts who could gnash 
their teeth and show their claws after a terribly 
ostentatiotis fashion in their own dens; they 
doubtless gloated upon all the innocent sheep 
whom they had devoured without any shadow of 
reticence. And he had a fancy that, in their way^ 
they were amusing monsters too; Lovelace is a 
lady's villain, as Grandison is a lady's hero; he 
is designed by a person inexperienced even in the 
observation of vice. Indeed, he would exaggerate 
the charm a good deal more than the atrocity. 
We must also admit that when the old printer 
was put upon his mettle he could be very lively 
indeed, Lovelace, like everybody else, is at 
times unmercifully prolix; he never leaves us to 
guess any detail for ourselves; but he is spirited, 
eloquent, and a thoroughly fine gentleman after 
the Chesterfield type, " The devil take such fine 
gentlemen!" exclaims somebody; and if he does 
not, I see little use (to quote the proverbial old 
lady) in keeping a deviL But, as Johnson ob- 
served, a man may be very wicked and "very 
genteel," Richardson lectures us very seriously 
on the evil results which are sure to follow bad 
courses ; but he evidently holds in his heart that, 
till the Nemesis descends, the libertines are far 
the most amusing part of the world. In Sir 
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Charles Grandison's company, we should be 
treated to an intolerable deal of sermonising, with 
an occasional descent into the regions of himiour 
— ^but the humour is always admitted under pro- 
test. With Lovelace we might hear some very 
questionable morality, but there would be a 
never-ceasing flow of sparkling witticisms. The 
devil's advocate has the laugh distinctly on his 
side, whatever may be said of the argument. 
Finally, we may say that Lovelace, if too obvi- 
ously constructed to work the plot, certainly 
works it well. When we coolly dissect him and 
ask whether he could ever have existed, we may 
be forced to reply in the negative. But whilst we 
read we forget to criticise; he seems to possess 
more vitality than most living men ; he is so full 
of eloquent brag, and audacious sophistry, and 
unblushing impudence, that he fascinates us as 
he is supposed to have bewildered Clarissa. The 
dragon who is to devour the maiden comes with 
all the flash and glitter and overpowering whirl 
of wings that can be desired. He seems to be 
irresistible — ^we admire him and hate him, and 
some time elapses before we begin to suspect that 
he is merely a stage dragon, and not one of those 
who really walk this earth. 

Richardson's defects are, of course, obvious 
enough. He cares nothing, for example, for what 
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we call the beauties of nature. There is scarcely 
throughout his books one description showing the 
power of appealing to emotions through scenery 
claimed by every modem scribbler. In passing 
the Alps, the only remark which one of his charac- 
ters has to make, beyond describing the horrible 
dangers of the Mont Cents, is that ''every object 
which here presents itself is excessively miserable/* 
His ideal scenery is a "large and convenient 
country-housCj situated in a spacious park," with 
plenty of ''fine prospects," which you are ex- 
pected to view from a "neat but plain villa, built 
in the rustic taste." And his views of morality 
are as contracted as his taste in landscapes. The 
most distinctive article of his creed is that child- 
ren should have a reverence for their parents which 
would be exaggerated in the slave of an Eastern 
despot. We can pardon Clarissa for refusing to 
die happy until her stupid and ill-tempered old 
father has revoked a curse which he bestowed upon 
her. But we cannot quite excuse Sir Charles 
Grandison for writing in this fashion to his dis^ 
reputable old parent, who has asked his consent 
to a certain family arrangement in which he had 
a legal right to be consulted ; 

As for myself [he says] I cannot have one objection ; 
but what am I in this case ? My sister is wholly my 
father's ; I also am his. The consideration he gives 
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me in this instance confounds me. It binds me to 
him in double duty. It would look like taking ad- 
vantage of it, were I so much as to oflEer my humble 
opinion, unless he were pleased to conmiand it from 
me. 

Even one of Richardson's abject lady-corre- 
spondents was revolted by this exaggerated ser- 
vility. But narrow as his vision might be in 
some directions, his genius is not the less real. 
He is a curious example of the ix>wer which a real 
artistic insight may exhibit under the most dis- 
advantageous forms. To realise his characteristic 
power, we should take one of the great French 
novelists whom we admire for the exquisite pro- 
portions of his story, the unity of the interest and 
the skill — so unlike our common English cltunsi- 
ness — ^with which all details are duly subordinated. 
He should have, too, the comparative weakness 
of French novelists, a defective perception of 
character, a certain unwillingness in art as in 
politics to allow individual peculiarities to inter- 
fere with the main flow of events; for, admitting 
the great ' excellence of his minor performers, 
Richardson's most elaborately designed charac- 
ters are so artificial that they derive their interest 
from the events in which they play their parts, 
rather than give interest to them — ^Kttle as he 
may have intended it. Then we must cause our 
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imaginary Frenchman to transmigrate into the 
body of a small, plump, weakly printer of the 
eighteenth century. We may leave him a fair 
share of his vivacity, though considerably nar- 
rowing his views of life and moraHty; but we 
must surround him with a court of silly women 
whose incessant flatteries must generate in him 
an unnatural propensity to twaddle. It is curi- 
ous, indeed, that he describes himself as writing 
without a plan. He compares himself to a poor 
woman lying down upon the hearth to blow up 
a wretched little fire of green sticks* He had to 
live from hand to mouth. But the absence of an 
elaborate scheme is not fatal to the unity of 
design. He watches, rather than desi^s, the de- 
velopment of his plot. He has so lively a faith in 
his characters that, instead of laying down their 
course of action, he simply watches them to see 
how they will act. This makes him deliberate a 
little too much ; they move less by impulse than 
from careful reflection upon all the circumstances. 
Yet it also impHes an evolution of the story from 
the necessity of the characters in a given situa- 
tion, and gives an air of necessary deduction to 
the whole scheme of his stories. All the gossiping 
pTDpensities of his nature will grow to unhealthy 
luxuriance, and the fine edge of his wit will be 
somewhat dulled in the process. He wiU thus 
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become capable of being a bore — a thing which 
is imix>ssible to any unsophisticated Frenchman. 
In this way we might obtain a literary product so 
anomalous in appearance as Clarissa — a story in 
which a most affecting situation is drawn with 
extreme power, and yet so overlaid with twaddle, 
so unmercifully protracted and spun out as t9 be 
almost unreadable to the present generation. But 
to complete Richardson, we must inoculate him 
with the propensities of another school: we must 
give him a liberal share of the feminine sensitive- 
ness and closeness of observation of which Miss 
Austen is the great example. And perhaps, to 
fill in the last details, he ought, in addition, to 
have a dash of the more unctuous and offensive 
variety of the dissenting preacher — for we know 
not where else to look for the astonishing and often 
ungrammatical fluency by which he is possessed, 
and which makes his best passages remind us of the 
marvellous malleability of some precious metals. 

Any one who will take the trouble to work him- 
self fairly into the story will end by admitting 
Richardson's power. Sir George Trevelyan re- 
cords and corroborates a well-known anecdote 
told by Thackeray from Macaulay's lips. A whole 
station was infected by the historian's zeal for 
Clarissa. It worked itself up into a "passion of 
excitement," and all the great men and their wives 
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fought for the book, and could hardly read it for 
tears. The critic must observe that Macaulay 
had a singular taste for reading even the trashiest 
novels; and, that probably an Indian station at 
that period was in respect of such reading like 
a thirsty land after a long drought. For that 
reason it reproduded pretty accurately the state 
of society in which Clarissa was first read, when 
there were as yet no circulating libraries, and the 
winter evenings were long in the country and the 
back parlours of tradesmen's shops. Probably, a 
person eager to enjoy Richardson's novels now 
would do well to take them as his only recreation 
for a long holiday in a remote place and pray for 
steady rain. On those conditions, he may enter 
into the old spirit. And the remark may suggest 
one moral, for one ought not to conclude an 
article upon Richardson without a moral. It is 
that a purpose may be a very dangerous thing for 
a novehst in so far as it leads him to try means 
of persuasion not appropriate to his art; but 
when, as with Richardson^ it impHes a keea in- 
terest in an imaginary world, a desire to set forth 
in the most forcible way what are the great springs 
of action of human beings by showing them under 
appropriate situations, then it may be a source of 
such power of fascination as is exercised by the 
greatest writers alone. 
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The vitality of Pope's writings, or at least of 
certain fragments of them, is remarkable. Few 
reputations have been exposed to such perils at 
the hands of open enemies or of imprudent friends. 
In his lifetime "the wasp of Twickenham" could 
sting through a sevenfold covering of pride or 
stupidity. Lady Mary and Lord Hervey writhed 
and retaliated with little more success than the 
poor denizens of Grub Street. But it is more 
remarkable that Pope seems to be stinging well 
into the second century after his death. His 
writings resemble those fireworks which, after they 
have fallen to the ground and been apparently 
quenched, suddenly break out again into splutter- 
ing explosions. The waters of a literary revolu- 
tion have passed over him without putting him 
out. Though much of his poetry has ceased to 
interest us, so many of his brilliant couplets still 
survive that probably no dead writer, with the 
solitary exception of Shakespeare, is more fre- 
quently quoted at the present day. It is in vain 
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that he is abused, ridiculed, and often declared to 
be no poet at alL The school of Wordsworth re- 
garded him as the embodiment of the corrupting 
influence in English poetry; and it is only of late 
that we are beginning to aim at a more catholic 
spirit in literary criticism. It is not our business 
simply to revile or to extol the ideals of our an- 
cestors, but to try to iinderstand them. The 
passionate partisanship of miKtant schools is par- 
donable in the apostles of a new creed, but when 
the struggle is over we must aim at saner judg- 
ments. Byron was impelled by motives other 
than the purely judicial when he declared Pope 
to be the ''great moral poet of all times, of all 
climes, of all feelings, and of aH stages of exist- 
©Qce;" and it is not less characteristic that 
Byron was at the same time helping to dethrone 
the idol before which he prostrated himself, A 
critic whose judgments, however wayward, are 
always keen and original, has more recently spoken 
of Pope in terms which recall Byron's enthusi- 
asm, "Pope," says Mr. Ruskin, in one of his 
Oxford lectures, *'is the most perfect representa- 
tive we have since Chaucer of the true English 
mind;'* and he adds that his hearers will find, as 
they study Pope, that he has expressed for them, 

in the strictest language, and within the briefest 
limits, every law of art, of criticism, of economy, of 
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policy, and finally of a benevolence, humble, rational, 
and resigned, contented with its allotted share of life, 
and trusting the problem of its salvation to Him in 
whose hand lies that of the universe. 

These remarks are added by way of illustrating 
the relation of art to morals, and enforcing the 
great principle that a noble style can only pro- 
ceed from a sincere heart. ** You can only learn 
to speak as these men spake by learning what 
these men were." When we ask impartially what 
Pope was, we may possibly be inclined to doubt 
the complete soundness of the eulogy upon his 
teaching. Meanwhile, however, Byron and Mr. 
Ruskin agree in holding up Pope as an instance, 
almost as the typical instance, of that kind of 
poetry which is directly intended to enforce a 
lofty morality. Though we can never take either 
Bjn-on or Mr. Ruskin as the representative of 
sweet reasonableness, their admiration is some 
proof that Pope possessed great merits as a poeti- 
cal interpreter of morals. Without venturing into 
the wider ocean of poetical criticism, I will en- 
deavour to consider what was the specific element 
in Pope's poetry which explains, if it does not 
justify, this enthusiastic praise. 

I shall venture to assume, indeed, that Pope 
was a genuine poet. Perhaps, as M. Taine thinks, 
it is a proof of our British grossness that we still 
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admire the Rape of ihe Lock, yet I must agree 
mth most critics that it is admirable after its 
kind. Pope's sylphs, as Mr. Elwin says, are 
legitimate descendants from Shakespeare's fairies. 
True, they have entered into rather humiliating 
bondage. Shakespeare's Ariel has to fetch the 
midnight dew from the stiU-vexed Bermoothes; 
he deUghts to fly^ 

To swim, to dive into the fire, to ride 
On the curi'd clouds'^ 

whereas the "humbler province*' of Pope's Ariel 
is "to tend the fair" — 

To steal from rainbows, ere they drop in showers, 
A brighter wash ; to curl their waving hairs. 
Assist their blushes, and inspire their airs, 
Nay, oft in dreams invention we bestow 
To change a flounce or add a furbelow, 

Prospero^ threatening Ariel for murmuring, says 
"I will 

rend an oak 
And peg thee in his knotty entrails, until 
Thou hast howled away twelve winters. 

The fate threatened to a disobedient sprite in the 
later poem is that he shall 

Be stuff'd in vials, or transfixed with pins, 
Or plunged in lakes of bitter washes he, 
Or wedged whole ages in a bodkin's eye. 
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Pope's muse — one may use the old-fashioned 
word in such a connection — ^had left the free for- 
est for Will's Coffee-house, and haunted ladies' 
boudoirs instead of the brakes of the enchanted 
island. Her wings were clogged with "gums and 
pomatums," and her **thin essence" had shrunk 
** like a rivel'd flower." But a delicate fancy is a 
delicate fancy still, even when employed about 
the paraphernalia of modem life; a truth which 
Byron maintained, though not in an unimpeach- 
able form, in his controversy with Bowles. We 
sometimes talk as if our ancestors were nothing 
but hoops and wigs ; and forget that they had a 
fair allowance of human passions. And conse- 
quently we are very apt to make a false estimate 
of the precise nature of that change which fairly 
entitles us to call Pope's age prosaic. In shower- 
ing down our epithets of artificial, sceptical, and 
utilitarian, we not seldom forget what kind of 
figure we are ourselves likely to make in the eyes 
of our own descendants. 

Whatever be the position rightly to be assigned 
to Pope in the British Walhalla, his own theory 
has been unmistakably expressed. He boasts 

That not in fancy's maze he wandered long, 
But stooped to truth and moralised his song. 

His theory is compressed into one of the innum- 
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erable aphorisms which have to some degree lost 
their original sharpness of definition, because they 
have passed, as current coinage, through so many 
hands. 

The proper study of mankind is man. 

The saying is in form nearly identical with 
Goethe's remark that man is properly the only 
object which interests man. The two poets, in- 
deed, imderstood the doctrine in a very different 
way. Pope's interpretation strikes the present 
generation as narrow and mechanical He would 
place such limitations upon the sphere of human 
interest as to exclude, perhaps, the greatest part 
of what we generally mean by poetry. How much, 
for example, would have to be suppressed if we 
sympathised with Pope's condemnation of the 
works in which 

Pure description holds the place of sense. 

Nearly all the works of such poets as Thomson 
and Cowper would disappear, Wordsworth's pages 
would show fearful gaps, and Keats would be in 
risk of summary suppression. We may doubt 
whether much would be left of Spenser, from 
whom both Keats and Pope, like so many other 
of our poets, drew inspiration in their youth. 
Fairy-land wo;ild be deserted, and the poet con* 
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demned to working upon ordinary commonplaces 
in broad daylight. The principle which Pope pro- 
claimed is susceptible of the inverse application. 
Poetry, as it proves, may rightly concern itself 
with inanimate nature, with pure description, or 
with the presentation of lovely symbols not 
definitely identified with any cut-and-dried saws 
of moral wisdom; because there is no part of the 
visible tmiverse to which we have not some rela- 
tion, and the most ethereal dreams that ever 
visited a youthful poet "on summer eve by 
hatinted stream" are in some sense reflections of 
the passions and interests that surround our daily 
life. Pope, however, as the man more fitted than 
any other fully to interpret the mind of his own 
age, inevitably gives a different construction to a 
very sound maxim. He rightly assumes that man 
is his proper study; but then by man he means 
not the genus, but a narrow species of the human 
being. ** Man" means Bolingbroke, and Walpole, 
and Swift, and Curll, and Theobald; it does not 
mean man as the product of a long series of 
generations and part of the great universe of 
inextricably involved forces. He cannot tinder- 
stand the man of distant ages ; Homer is to him 
not the spontaneous voice of the heroic age, but 
a clever artist whose gods and heroes are con- 
sciously-constructed parts of an artificial **ma- 
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chinery.'* Nature has, for him, ceased to be 
inhabited by sylphs and fairies, except to amuse 
the fancies of fine ladies and gentlemen, and has 
not yet received a new interest from the fairy 
tales of science. The old idea of chivalry merely 
suggests the sneers of Cervantes, or even the buf- 
foonery of Butler's wit, and has not undergone 
restoration at the hands of modem romanticists. 
Politics are not associated in his mind with any 
great social upheaval, but with a series of petty 
squabbles for places and pensions, in which brib- 
ery is the great moving force. What he means by 
religion is generally not so much the existence of 
a divine element in the world as a series of bare 
metaphysical demonstrations too frigid to pro- 
duce enthusiasm or to stimulate the imagination. 
And, therefore, he inevitably interests himself 
chiefly in what is certainly a perennial source of 
interest — the passions and thoughts of the men 
and women immediately related to himself; and 
it may be remarked, in passing, that if this nar- 
rows the range of Pope's poetry, the error is not 
so vital as a modem delusion of the opposite kind. 
Because poetry should not be brought into too 
close a contact with the prose of daily life, we 
sometimes seem to think that it must have no 
relation to daily life at all, and consequently 
convert it into a mere luxurious dreaming, where 
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the beautiful very speedily d^enerates into the 
pretty or the picturesque. Because poetry need 
not be always a point-blank fire of moral plati- 
tudes, we occasionally declare that there is no 
connection at all between poetry and morality, 
and that all art is good which is for the moment 
agreeable. Such theories must end in reducing 
all poetry and art to be at best more or less ele- 
gant trifling for the amusement of the indolent; 
and to those who uphold them Pope's example 
may be of some use. If he went too far in the 
direction of identifying poetry with preaching, he 
was not wrong in assimiing that poetry should 
involve preaching, though by an indirect method. 
Morality and art are not independent, though not 
identical. Both, as Mr. Ruskin urges in the pas- 
sage just quoted, are only admirable when the 
expression of healthful and noble natures. But, 
without discussing that thomy problem and cer- 
tainly without committing myself to an approval 
of Mr. Ruskin's solution, I am content to look at 
it for the time from Pope's standpoint. 

Taking Pope's view of his poetical office, there 
remain considerable difficulties in estimating the 
value of the lesson which he taught with so much 
energy. The difficulties result both from that 
element which was common to his contemporaries 
and from that which was supplied by Pope's own 
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idiosyncrasies. The commonplaces in which Pope 
takes such infinite delight have become very stale 
for us. Assuming their perfect sincerity, we can- 
not understand how anybody should have thought 
of enforcing them with such amazing emphasis. 
We constantly feel a shock Hke that which sur- 
prises the reader of Young's Night Thoughts when 
he finds it asserted, in all the pomp of blank 
verse that 

Procrastination is the thief of time. 

The maxim has rightly been consigned to copy- 
books. And a great deal of Pope's moraUsing is 
of the same order. We do not want denuncia- 
tions of misers. Nobody at the present day keeps 
gold in an old stocking. When we read the 
observation, 

*T is strange the miser should his cares employ 
To gain the riches he can ne'er enjoy. 



we can only reply that we have heard something 
Hke it before. In fact, we cannot place ourselves 
in the position of men at the time when modem 
society was first definitely emerging from the 
feudal state, and everybody was sufficiently em- 
ployed in gossiping about his neighbours. We 
are perplexed by the extreme interest with which 
they dwell upon the little series of obvious remarks 
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which have been worked to death by later writers. 
Pope, for example, is still wondering over the first 
appearance of one of the most familiar of modem 
inventions. He exclaims, 

Blest paper credit! last and best supply! 
That lends corruption lighter wings to fly! 

He points out, with an odd superfluity of illustra- 
tion, that bank-notes enable a man to be bribed 
much more easily than of old. There is no dan- 
ger, he says, that a patriot will be exposed by a 
guinea dropping out of his pocket at the end of 
an interview with the minister; and he shows 
how awkward it would be if a statesman had to 
take his bribes in kind, and his servants should 
proclaim. 

Sir, Spain has sent a thousand jars of oil; 
Huge bales of British cloth blockade the door; 
A hundred oxen at yotu" levees roar. 

This, however, was natural enough when the 
South Sea scheme was for the first time illustrat- 
ing the powers and the dangers of extended credit. 
To us, who are beginning to fit our experience of 
commercial panics into a scientific th^ry, the 
wonder expressed by Pope soimds like the ex- 
clamations of a savage over a Tower musket. 
And in the sphere of morals it is pretty much the 
same. All those reflections about the little obvi- 
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ous vanities and frivolities of social life which sup- 
plied two generations of British essayists, from 
the '*Tatler" to the "Lounger/' with an inexhaust- 
ible fund of mild satire, have lost their freshness. 
Our own modes of life have become so complex 
by comparison, that we pass over these mere ele- 
ments to plunge at once into more refined specu- 
lations. A modem essayist starts where Addison 
or Johnson left off. He assumes that his readers 
know that procrastination is an evil, and tries to 
gain a little piquancy by paradoxically pointing 
out the objections to punctuality. Character, of 
course, becomes more complex, and requires more 
delicate modes of analysis. Compare, for exam- 
ple, the most delicate of Pope's delineations with 
one of Mr, Browning's elaborate psychological 
studies. Remember how many pages of acute 
observation are required to set forth Bishop Blou- 
gram*s peculiar phase of worldKness, and then 
turn to Pope's descriptions of Addison, or Whar- 
ton, or Buckingham. Each of those descriptions 
is, indeed, a masterpiece in its way; the language 
is inimitably clear and pointed; but the leading 
thought is obvious, and leads to no intricate pro- 
blems. Addison — assuming Pope's Addison to be 
the real Addison — might be cold-blooded and 
jealous ; but he had not worked out that elaborate 
machinery for imposing upon himself and others 
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which is required in a more critical age. He wore 
a mask, but a mask of simple construction ; not 
one of those complex contrivances of modem in- 
vention which are so like the real skin that it 
requires the acuteness and patience of a scientific 
observer to detect the difference and point out 
the nature of the deception. The moral differ- 
ence between such an Addison and a Blougram is 
as great as the difference between an old stage- 
coach and a steam-engine, or between the bulls 
and bears which first received the name in Law's 
time and their descendants on the New York 
Stock Exchange. 

If, therefore. Pope gains something in clearness 
and brilliancy by the comparative simplicity of 
his art, he loses by the extreme obviousness of its 
results. We cannot give him credit for being 
really moved by such platitudes. We have the 
same feeling as when a modem preacher employs 
twenty minutes in proving that it is wrong to 
worship idols of wood and stone. But, unfor- 
ttinately, there is a reason more peculiar to Pope 
which damps our sympathy still more decidedly. 
Recent investigations have strengthened those 
suspicions of his honesty which were common 
even amongst his contemporaries. Mr. Elwin 
was (very excusably) disgusted by the revelations 
of his hero's baseness, till his indignation became 
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a painful btuden to himself and Hs readers. 
Speaking bluntly, indeed^ we admit that lying is 
a vicCp and that Pope was in a small way one of 
the most consummate liars that ever lived. He 
speaks himself of '' equivocating pretty genteelly'* 
in regard to one of his peccadilloes. Pope's 
equivocation is to the equivocation of ordinary 
men what a tropical fern is to the stunted repre- 
sentatives of the same species in England. It 
grows until the fowls of the air can rest on its 
branches. His mendacity in short amounts to a 
monomania. That a man with intensely irritable 
nerves, and so fragile in constitution that his 
life might, without exaggeration, be called a 
"long disease/' should defend himself by the 
natural weapons of the weak, equivocation and 
subterfuge, when exposed to the brutal horse-play 
common in that day, is indeed not surprising. 
But Pope's delight in artifice was something un- 
paralleled. He could hardly drink tea without 
"a stratagem," or, as Lady Bolingbroke put it, 
was a politician about cabbages and turnips ; and 
certainly he did not despise the arts known to 
politicians on a larger stage. Never, surely, did 
all the arts of the most skilful diplomacy give 
rise to a series of intrigues more complex than 
those which attended the publication of the 
P. T, Letters. An ordinary man says that he is 
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obliged to publish by request of friends, and we 
regard the transparent device as, at most, a 
venial offence. But in Pope's hands this simple 
trick becomes a complex apparatus of plots 
within plots, which have only been unravelled 
by the persevering labours of most industrious 
literary detectives. The whole story was given 
for the first time at full length in Mr. Elwin's edi- 
tion of Pope, and the revelation borders upon the 
incredible. How Pope became for a time two 
men; how in one character he worked upon the 
wretched Curll through mysterious emissaries 
imtil the piratical bookseller tmdertook to pub- 
lish the letters already privately printed by Pope 
himself; how Pope in his other character pro- 
tested vehemently against the publication and 
disavowed all complicity in the preparations ; how 
he set the House of Lords in motion to suppress 
the edition; and how, meanwhile, he took in- 
genious precautions to frustrate the interference 
which he provoked; how in the course of these 
manoeuvres his genteel equivocation swelled into 
lying on the most stupendous scale — ^all this story, 
with its various ins and outs, may be now read 
by those who have the patience. The problem 
may be suggested to casuists how far the iniquity 
of a lie should be measured by its immediate pur- 
pose, or how far it is aggravated by the enormous 
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mass of superincumbent falsehoods which it in- 
evitably brings in its train. We cannot condemn 
very seriously the affected cojmess which tries to 
conceal a desire for publication tmder an appar- 
ent yielding to extortion ; but we must certainly 
admit that the stomach of any other human being 
of whom a record has been preserved would have 
revolted at the thought of wading through such 
a waste of falsification to secure so paltry an end» 
Moreover, this is only one instance, and by no 
means the worst instance, of Pope's regular prac- 
tice in such matters. Almost every publication 
of his Ufe was attended with some sort of mystifi- 
cation passing into downright falsehood, and, at 
times, injurious to the character of his dearest 
friends. We have to add to this all the cases in 
which Pope attacked his enemies under feigned 
names and then disavowed his attacks; the 
malicious misstatements which he tried to pro- 
pagate in regard to Addison; and we feel it a 
positive reHef when we are able to acquit him, 
partially at least, of the worst charge of extort- 
ing i.qoqL from the Duchess of Mariborough for 
the suppression of a satirical passage* 

Whatever minor pleas may be put forward in 
extenuation, it certainly cannot be denied that 
Pope's practical moraUty was defective. Genteel 
equivocation is not one of the Christian graces; 
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and a gentleman convicted at the present day of 
practices comparable to those in which Pope in- 
dulged so freely might find it expedient to take 
his name off the books of any respectable club. 
Now, if we take literally Mr. Ruskin's doctrine 
that a noble morality must proceed from a noble 
nature, the inference from Pope's life to his writ- 
ings is not satisfactory. 

We may, indeed, take it for demonstrated that 
Pope was not one of those men who can be seen 
from all points of view. There are comers of his 
nature which will not bear examination. We 
cannot compare him with such men as Milton, or 
Cowper, or Wordsworth, whose Hves are the 
noblest commentary on their works. Rather he 
is one of the numerous class in whom the excess- 
ive sensibility of genius has generated very seri- 
ous disease. In more modem days we may fancy 
that his views would have taken a different turn, 
and that Pope would have belonged to the Satanic 
school of writers, and instead of lying enormously, 
have found relief for his irritated nerves in revil- 
ing all that is praised by ordinary mankind. But 
we must hesitate before passing from his acknow- 
ledged vices to a summary condemnation of the 
whole man. Human nature (the remark is not 
strictly original) is often inconsistent; and, side 
by side with degrading tendencies, there some- 
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times lie not only keen powers of intellect, but a 
genuine love for goodness, benevolence, and even 
for honesty. Pope is one of those strangely mixed 
characters which can only be fully delineated by 
a masterly hand, and Mr. Courthope in the life 
which concludes the definitive edition of the 
works has at last performed the task with admir- 
able skill and without too mruch shrouding his 
hero's weaknesses. Meanwhile our pleasure in 
reading him is much counterbalanced by the sus- 
picion that those pointed aphorisms which he 
turns out in so admirably polished a form may 
come only from the lips outwards. Pope, it must 
be remembered, is essentially a parasitical writer. 
He was a systematic appropriator — I do not say 
plagiarist, for the practice seems to be generally 
commendable — of other men's thoughts. His 
brilliant gems have often been foimd in some 
obscure writer, and have become valuable by the 
patient care with which he has polished and 
mounted them. We doubt their perfect sincerity 
because, when he is speaking in his own person p 
we can often prove him to be at best under a 
curious delusion. Take, for example, the Epistle 
to Dr. Arbuthnot, which is his most perfect work. 
Some of the boasts in it are apparently quite 
justified by the facts. But what are we to say 
to such a passage as this?— 
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I was not born for courts or great affairs ; 
I pay my debts, believe, and say my prayers; 
Can sleep without a poem in my head, 
Nor know if Dennis be alive or dead. 

Admitting his independence, and not inquiring 
too closely into his prayers, can we forget that 
the gentleman who could sleep without a poem in 
his head called up a servant four times in one 
night of **the dreadful winter of Forty" to supply 
him with paper, lest he should lose a thought? 
Or what is the value of a professed indifference to 
Dennis from the man distinguished beyond all 
other writers for the bitterness of his resentment 
against all small critics ; who disfigured his best 
poems by his petty vengeance for old attacks; 
and who could not refrain from sneering at poor 
Dennis, even in the Prologue which he conde- 
scjBnded to write for the benefit of his dying an- 
tagonist? Or, again, one can hardly help smiling 
at his praises of his own hospitality. The dinner 
which he promises to his friend is to conclude 
with — 

Cheerful healths (your mistress shall have place). 
And, what's more rare, a poet shall say grace. 

The provision made for the "cheerful healths," 
as Johnson lets us know, consisted of the rem- 
nant of a pint of wine, from which Pope had taken 
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a couple of glasses, divided amongst two guests. 
There was evidently no danger of excessive con- 
viviality. And then a grace in which Boling- 
broke joined could not have been a very impressive 
ceremony. 

Thus, we are always pursued, in reading Pope, 
by disagreeable misgivings. We don't know what 
comes from the heart, and what from the lips: 
when the real man is speaking, and when we 
are only listening to old commonplaces skilfully 
vamped. There is always, if we please, a bad 
mterpretation to be placed upon his finest senti- 
ments. His indignation against the vicious is 
confused with his hatred of personal enemies ; he 
protests most loudly that he is honest when he is 
''equivocating most genteelly;" his independence 
may be called selfishness or avarice ; his toleration 
simply indifference; and even his affection for 
his friends a decorous fiction^ which will never lead 
him to the slightest sacrifice of his owti vanity or 
comfort. A critic of the highest order is pro- 
vided with an Ithuriel spear, which discriminates 
the sham sentiments from the true. As a bank- 
er's clerk can tell a bad coin by its ring on the 
counter, without need of a testing apparatus, the 
true critic can instinctively estimate the amount 
of bullion in Pope^s epigrammatic tinsel. But 
criticism of this kind, as Pope truly says, is as 
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rare as poetical genius. Humbler writers must 
be content to take their weights and measures, or, 
in other words, to test their first impressions, by 
such external evidence as is available. They must 
proceed cautiously in these delicate matters, and 
instead of leaping to the truth by a rapid intui- 
tion, patiently enquire what hght is thrown upon 
Pope's sincerity by the recorded events of his life, 
and a careful cross-examination of the various 
witnesses to his character. They must, indeed, 
keep in mind Mr. Ruskiti^s excellent canon — ^that 
good fruit, even in moralising, can only be borne 
by a good tree. Where Pope has succeeded in 
casting into enduring form some valuable moral 
sentiment, we may therefore give him credit for 
having at least felt it siQcerely. If he did not 
always act upon it, the weakness is not peculiar to 
Pope. Time, indeed, has partly done the work 
for us. In Pope, more than m almost any other 
writer, the grain has sifted itself from the chaff. 
The jewels have remained after the flimsy em- 
broidery in which they were fixed has fallen into 
decay. Such a result was natural from his mode 
of composition. He caught at some inspiration 
of the moment; he cast it roughly into form; 
brooded over it; retouched it again and again; 
and when he had brought it to the very highest 
polish of which his art was capable, placed it in a 
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pigeon-hole to be fitted, when the opportunity 
offered, into an appropriate comer of his mosaic 
work. We can see him at work, for example, in 
the passage about Addison and the celebrated 
concluding couplet. The epigrams in which his 
poetry abounds have obviously been composed in 
the same fashion^ for that ** masterpiece of man/' 
as South is made to call it in the Dunciad, is only 
produced in perfection when the labour which 
would have made an ode has been concentrated 
upon a couple of lines. There is a celebrated recipe 
for dressing a lark, if we remember rightly, in 
which the lark is placed inside a snipe, and the 
snipe in a woodcock, and so on till you come to a 
turkey, or if procurable, to an ostrich ; then, the 
mass having been properly stewed, the superin- 
cumbent envelopes are all thrown away, and the 
essences of the whole are supposed to be embodied 
in the original nucleus. So the perfect epigram, 
at which Pope is constantly aiming, should be 
the quintessence of a whole volume of reflection. 
Such literary cookery, however, implies not only 
labour, but an unwearied vividness of thought and 
feeling. The poet must put his soul into the work 
as well as his artistic power. Thus, if we may take 
Pope's most vigorous expressions as an indica- 
tion of his strongest convictions, and check their 
conclusions by his personal history and by the 
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general tendency of his writings, we might succeed 
in putting together something like a satisfactory 
statement of the moral system which he expressed 
forcibly because he believed in it sincerely. 

Without following the proofs in detail, let us 
endeavour to give some statement of the result. 
What, in fact, did Pope learn by his study of 
man, such as it was? What does he tell us about 
the character of human beings and their position 
in the universe which is either original or marked 
by the freshness of independent thought? Per- 
haps the most characteristic vein of reflection is 
that which is embodied in the Dunciad. There, 
at least, we have Pope speaking energetically and 
sincerely. He really detests, abjures, and abom- 
inates as impious and heretical, without a trace of 
mental reservation, the worship of the great god- 
dess Dulness. The Dunciad does not show the 
quality in which Pope most excels, that which 
makes his best satires resemble the quintessence 
of the most brilliant thought of his most brilliant 
contemporaries. But it has more energy and 
continuity than most of his other poetry. The 
Dunciad often flows in a continuous stream of 
eloquence, instead of dribbling out in little jets 
of epigram. If there are fewer points, there are 
more frequent gushes of sustained rhetoric. Even 
when Pope condescends — and he condescends 
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much too often — to pelt his antagonists with mere 
filth, he does it with a touch of boisterous vigour. 
He laughs out. He catches something from his 
patron Swift when he 

Laughs and shakes in Rabelais 's easy chair. 

His lungs seem to be fuller and his voice to lose 
for the time its tricks of mincing affectation. 
Here, indeed, there can be no question of insin- 
cerity. Pope's scorn of folly is to be condemned 
only so far as it was connected with too bitter a 
hatred of fools. He has suffered, as Swift foretold, 
by the insignificance of the enemies against whom 
he rages with superfluous vehemence. But for 
Pope, no one in this generation would have heard 
of Amall, and Moore, and Breval, and Bezaleel 
Morris, and fifty more ephemeral denizens of Grub 
Street. The fault is, indeed, inherent in the plan. 
It is in some degree creditable to Pope that his 
satire w^as on the whole justified, so far as it could 
be justified, by the correctness of his judgment. 
The only great man whom he has seriously as- 
saulted is Bentley; and to Pope, Bentley was of 
necessity not the greatest of classical critics, but 
the tasteless mutilator of Milton, and, as we must 
perhaps add, the object of the hatred of Pope's 
particular friends, Atterbury and Warburton. The 
misfortune is that the more just his satire, the 
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more perishable is its interest; and if we re- 
gard the Dunciad simply as an assault upon the 
vermin who then infested literature, we must 
consider him as a man who should use a steam- 
hammer to crack a flea. Unluckily for ourselves, 
however, it cannot be admitted so easily that 
Curll and Dennis and the rest had a merely tem- 
porary interest. Retarded as types of literary 
nuisances — and Pope does not condescend in his 
poetry, though the want is partly supplied in the 
notes, to indtdge in much personal detail — they 
may be said by cynics to have a more enduring 
vitality. Of course there is at the present day no 
such bookseller as Curll, living by piratical inva- 
sions of established rights, and pandering to the 
worst passions of ignorant readers ; no writer who 
could be fitly called, like Concanen 

A cold, long-winded native of the deep, 
and fitly sentenced to dive where Fleet Ditch 
Rolls the large tribute of dead dogs to Thames; 

and most certainly we must deny the present 
applicability of the note upon ** Magazines" com- 
piled by Pope, or rather by Warburton, for the 
episcopal bludgeon is perceptible in the prose 
description. They are not at present 

the eruption of every miserable scribbler, the scum 
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of every dirty newspaper, or fragments of fragments 
picked up from every dirty dunghill . . . equally 
the disgrace of human wit, morality, decency, and 
common sense. 

But if the translator of the Dunciad into modem 
phraseology would have some difficulty in finding 
a head for every cap, there are perhaps some 
satirical stings which have not quite lost their 
point. The legitimate drama, so theatrical critics 
tell lis, has not quite shaken off the rivalry of 
sensational scenery and idiotic burlesque, though 
possibly we do not produce absurdities equal to 
that which, as Pope tells us, was actually intro- 
duced by Theobald, in which 

Nile rises. Heaven descends, and dance on earth 
Gods, imps, and monsters, music, rage, and mirth, 
A fire, a jig, a battle and a ball, 
Till one wide conflagration swallows aU. 

There is still facetiousness which reminds us too 
forcibly that 

Gentle Dulness ever loves a joke, 

and even sermons, for which we may apologise on 
the ground that 

Dulness is sacred in a sound divine. 
Here and there, too, if we may trust certain stem 
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reviewers, there are writers who have learnt the 
principle that 

Index learning turns no student pale, 
Yet holds the eel of Science by the tail. 

And the first four lines, at least, of the great 
prophecy at the conclusion of the third book is 
thought by the enemies of muscular Christianity 
to be possibly approaching its fulfilment : 

Proceed, great days! till learning fly the shore, 
Till birch shall blush with noble blood no more. 
Till Thames see Eton's sons for ever play, 
Till Westminster's whole year be holiday. 
Till Isis' elders reel, their pupils sport. 
And Alma Mater lies dissolved in Port! 

No I So far as we can see, it is still true that 
Bom a goddess, Dtdness never dies. 

Men, we know it on high authority, are still 
mostly fools. If Pope be in error, it is not so 
much that his adversary is beneath him, as that 
she is unassailable by wit or poetry. Weapons of 
the most ethereal temper spend their keenness in 
vain against the ** anarch old" whose power lies 
in utter insensibility. It is fighting with a mist, 
and firing cannon-balls into a mudheap. As well 
rave against the force of gravitation, or complain 
that our gross bodies must be nourished by solid 
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food. If, however, we should be rather grateful 
than otherwise to a man who is sanguine enough 
to believe that satire can be successful against 
stupidity, and that Grub Street, if it cannot be 
exterminated, can at least be lashed into humil- 
ity, we might perhaps complain that Pope has 
taken ratlier too limited a view of the subject* 
Dulness has other avatars besides the literary. In 
the last and finest book, Pope attempts to com- 
plete his plan by exhibiting the influence of dul- 
ness upon theology and science. The huge torpedo 
benumbs every faculty of the human mind, and* 
paralyses all the Muses, except *'mad Mathesis," 
which, indeed, does not carry on so internecine a 
war with the general enemy. The design is com- 
mendable, and executed, so far as Pope was on 
a level with his task, with infinite spirit. But, 
however excellent the poetry, the logic is defec- 
tive^ and the description of the evil inadequate. 
Pope has but a vague conception of the mode in 
which dulness might become the leading force in 
politics, lower religion till it became a mere cloak 
for selfishness, and make learning nothing but 
laborious and pedantic trifling. Had his powers 
been equal to his goodwill, we might have had a 
satire far more elevated than anything which he 
has attempted ; for a man must be indeed a dull 
student of history who does not recognise the vast 
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influence of dulness-worship on the whole period 
which has intervened between Pope and our- 
selves. Nay, it may be feared that it will yet be 
some time before education bills and societies for 
university extension will have begun to dissipate 
the evil. A modem satirist, were satire still alive, 
would find an ample occupation for his talents in 
a worthy filling out of Pope's incomplete sketch. 
But though I feel, I must endeavour to resist the 
temptation of indicating some of the probable 
objects of his antipathy. 

Pope's gallant assault on the common enemy 
indicates, meanwhile, his characteristic attitude. 
Pope is the incarnation of the literary spirit. He 
is the most complete representative in our lan- 
guage of the intellectual instincts which find their 
natural expression in pure literature, as distin- 
guished from literature applied to immediate prac- 
tical ends, or enlisted in the service of philosophy 
or science. The complete antithesis to that spirit 
is the evil principle which Pope attacks as dulness. 
This false goddess is the literary Ahriman; and 
Pope's natural antipathies, exaggerated by his 
personal passions and weaknesses to extravagant 
proportions, express themselves fully in his great 
mock-epic. His theory may be expressed in a 
parody of Nelson's immortal advice to his mid- 
shipmen : " Be an honest man and hate dulness as 
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you do the devil/* Dulness generates the as- 
phyidating atmosphere in which no true literature 
can thrive. It oppresses the lungs and irritates 
the nerves of men whose keen, brilhant intellects 
mark them as the natural servants of literature. 
Seen from this point of view, there is an honour- 
able completeness in Pope's career. Possibly a 
modem subject of Hterature may, without para- 
dox, express a certain gratitude to Pope for a 
virtue which he would certainly be glad to imi- 
tate. Pope was the first man who made an inde- 
pendence by literature. First and last, he seems 
to have received over 8, 000/. for his translation of 
Homer, a sum then amply sufficient to enable him 
to live iQ comfort. No sum at all comparable 
to this was ever received by a poet or novehst 
imtil the era of Scott and Byron. Now, without 
challenging admiration for Pope on the simple 
ground that he made his fortune, it is difficult to 
exaggerate the importance of this feat at the time. 
A contemporary who, whatever his faults, was 
a still more brilliant example than Pope of the 
purely hterary qualities, suggests a curious paral- 
lel. Voltaire, as he tells us, was so weary of the 
humiliations that dishonour letters^ that to stay 
his disgust he resolved to make *'what scoundrels 
call a great fortune/' Some of Voltaire's means 
of reaching this end appear to have been more 
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questionable than Pope's. But both of these men 
of genius early secured their independence by- 
raising themselves permanently above the need of 
writing for money. It may be added in passing 
that there is a curious similarity in intellect and 
character between Pope and Voltaire which would 
on occasion be worth fuller exposition. The use, 
too, which Pope made of his fortune was thor- 
oughly honourable. We scarcely give due credit, 
as a rule, to the man who has the rare merit of 
distinctly recognising his true vocation in life, and 
adhering to it with unflinching pertinacity. Prob- 
ably the fact that such virtue generally brings a 
suflficient personal reward in this world seems to 
dispense with the necessity of additional praise. 
But call it a virtuous or merely a useful quality, 
we must at least admit that it is the necessary 
groundwork of a thoroughly satisfactory career. 
Pope, who, from his infancy, had 

Lisped in numbers, for the numbers came, 

gained by his later numbers a secure position, and 
used his position to go on rhyming to the end of 
his life. He never failed to do his very best. He 
regarded the wealth which he had earned as a 
retaining fee, not as a discharge from his duties. 
Comparing him with his contemporaries, we see 
how vast was the advantage. Elevated above 
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Grub Street, he had no temptation to manufacture 
rubbish or descend to actual meanness like De 
Foe. Independent of patronage, he was not 
forced to become a "tame cat'* in the hands of 
a duchess, like his friend Gay, Standing apart 
from politics, he was free from those disappointed 
pangs which contributed to the embitterment of 
the later years of Swift, dying ''like a poisoned 
rat in a hole;*' he had not, like BoUngbroke, to 
affect a philosophical contempt for the game in 
which he could no longer take a part ; nor was he 
even, like Addison and Steele, induced to ''give 
up to party what was meant for mankind." He 
was not a better man than some of these, and cer- 
tainly not better than Goldsmith and Johnson in 
the succeeding generation. Yet, when we think 
of the amount of good intellect that ran to waste 
in the purlieus of Grub Street, or in hunting for 
pensions in ministerial ante-chambers, we feel a 
certain gratitude to the one literary magnate of 
the century, whose devotion, it is true^ had a very 
tangible reward, but whose devotion was yet con- 
tinuouSj and free from any distractions but those 
of a constitutional irritability. Nay, if we com- 
pare Pope to some of the later writers who have 
wrung still princelier rewards from fortune, the 
result is not unfavourable. If Scott had been as 
true to his calling, his Hfe, so far superior to Pope's 
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in most other respects, would not have presented 
the melancholy contrast of genius running to waste 
in desperate attempts to win money at the cost 
of worthier fame. 

Pope, as a Roman Catholic, and as the adher- 
ent of a defeated party, had put himself out of 
the race for pectmiary reward. His loyal adher- 
ence to his friends, though, like all his virtues, 
subject to some deduction, is really a touching 
feature in his character. His Catholicism was of 
the most nominal kind. He adhered in name to 
a depressed Church chiefly because he could not 
bear to give pain to the parents whom he loved 
with an exquisite tenderness. Granting that he 
would not have had much chance of winning 
tangible rewards by the baseness of a desertion, 
he at least recognised his true position; and in- 
stead of being soured by his exclusion from the 
general competition, or wasting his life in frivol- 
ous regrets, he preserved a spirit of tolerance and 
independence, and had a full right to the boasts 
in which he certainly indulged a little too freely: 

Not Fortune's worshipper, nor Fashion's fool. 
Not Lucre's madman, nor Ambition's tool; 
Not proud, nor servile — ^be one poet's praise 
That, if he pleased, he pleased by manly ways; 
That flattery, even to kings, he held a shame, 
And thought a lie in prose or verse the same. 
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Admitting that the last line suggests a slight 
qualm, the portrait suggested in the rest is about 
as faithful as one can expect a man to paint from 
himself. 

And hence we come to the question, what was 
the morality which Pope dispensed from this 
exalted position? Admitting his independence, 
can we listen to him patiently when he proclaims 
himself to be 

Of virtue only, and her friends, the friend ; 

or when he boasts in verses noble if quite sincere^ — 

Yes, I am proud ; I must be proud to see 
Men not afraid of God, afraid of me ; 
Safe from the Bar, the Pulpit, and the Throne, 
Yet touched and shamed by ridicule alone. 

Is this guardian of virtue quite immaculate, and 
the morality which he preaches quite of the most 
elevated kind? We must admit, of course, that 
he does not sound the depths, or soar to the 
heights, in which men of loftier genius are at 
home. He is not a mystic, but a man of the 
world. He never, as we have already said, quits 
the sphere of ordinary and rather obvious maxims 
about the daily life of society, or quits it at his 
peril. His independence is not like Milton's, that 
of an ancient prophet, consoling himself by celes- 
tial visions for a world given over to baseness and 
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frivolity; nor like Shelley's, that of a vehemait 
revolutionist, who has declared open war against 
the existing order; it is the independence of a 
modem gentleman, with a competent fortune, en- 
joying a time of political and religious calm. And 
therefore his morality is in the main the expres- 
sion of the conclusions reached by supreme good 
sense, or, as he puts it, 

Good sense, which only is the gift of heaven, 
And though no science, fairly worth the seven. 

Good sense is one of the excellent qualities to 
which we are scarcely inclined to do justice at 
the present day ; it is the guide of a time of equi- 
librium, stirred by no vehement gales of passion, 
and we lose sight of it just when it might give 
us some useful advice. A man in a passion is 
never more irritated than when advised to be sen- 
sible ; and at the present day we are permanently 
in a passion, and therefore apt to assert that, not 
only for a moment, but as a general rule, men do 
well to be angry. Our art critics, for example, 
are never satisfied with their frame of mind till 
they have lashed themselves into a fit of rhetoric. 
Nothing more is wanted to explain why we are 
apt to be dissatisfied with Pope, both as a critic 
and a moralist. In both capacities, however, 
Pope is really admirable. Nobody, for example, 



Pope as a Moralist 



163 



has ridiculed more happily the absurdities of 
which we sometimes take him to be a representa- 
tive. The recipe for making an epic poem is a 
perfect burlesque upon the pseudo-classicism of 
his time. He sees the absurdity of the contem- 
porary^ statues, whose grotesque medley of ancient 
and modem costume is recalled in the lines — 

That livelong wig, which Gorgon's self might own, 
Eternal buckle takes in Parian stone* 

The painters and musicians come in for their 
share of ridicule, as in the description of Timon^s 
Chapel, where 

Light quirks of music, broken and imeven, 
Make the soul dance upon a jig to heaven; 
On painted ceilings you devoutly stare, 
Where sprawl the saints of Verrio and Laguerre, 

Pope, again, was one of the first, by practice 
and precept, to break through the old formal 
school of gardening, in which 

No pleasing intricacies intervene, 
No artful wildness to perplex the scene; 
Grove nods at grove, each alley has a brother, 
And half the platform just reflects the other, 
The suffering eye inverted Nature sees, 
Trees cut to statues, statues thick as trees, 
With here a fountain never to be played, 
And there a summer-house that knows no shade ; 
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Here Amphitrite sails through myrtle bowers, 
There gladiators fight or die in flowers; 
Unwatered see the drooping sea-horse mourn, 
And swallows roost in Nilus' dusty urn. 

It would be impossible to hit oiBf more happily 
the queer formality which annoys us, unless its 
quaintness makes us smile, in the days of good 
Queen Aime, when Cato still appeared with a 

Long wig, flowered gown, and lacquered chair. 

Pope's literary criticism, too, though verging 
too often on the commonplace, is generally soimd 
as far as it goes. If, as was inevitable, he was 
blind to the merits of earlier schools of poetry, 
he was yet amongst the first writers who helped 
to establish the rightful supremacy of Shakespeare. 

But in what way does Pope apply his good 
sense to morality? His favourite doctrine about 
human nature is expressed in the theory of the 
"ruling passion" which is to be found in all men, 
and which, once known, enables us to unravel the 
secret of every character. As he says in the 
Essay on Man — 

On life's vast ocean diversely we sail. 
Reason the card, but passion is the gale. 

Right reason, therefore, is the power which directs 
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passions to the worthiest end; and its highest 
lesson is to enforce 

The truth (enough for man to know) 
Virtue alone is happiness below. 

The truth, though admirable, may be suspected 
of commonplace ; and Pope does not lay down any 
propositions unfamUiaT to other moralists, nor, it 
is to be feared, enforce them by preaching of more 
than usual effectiveness. His denunciations of 
avarice, of corruption, and of sensuality were pro- 
bably of little more practical use than his denun- 
ciation of dulness. The " men not afraid of God " 
were hardly likely to be deterred from selling their 
votes to Walpole by fear of Pope's satire. He 
might 

Goad the Prelate slumbering in his stall 

sufficiently to produce the episcopal equivalent 
for bad language ; but he would hardly interrupt 
the bishop's slumbers for many moments; and^ 
on the whole, he might congratulate himself^ 
rather too cheaply, on being animated by 

The strong antipathy of good to bad. 

Without exaggerating its importance, however, 
we may seek to define the precise point on which 
Pope's moraUty differed from that of many other 
writers who have expressed their general approval 
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of the ten commandments. A healthy strain of 
moral feeling is useftil, though we cannot point to 
the individuals whom it has restrained from pick- 
ing pockets. 

The defective side of the morality of good sense 
is, that it tends to degenerate into cynicism, either 
of the indolent variety which commended itself to 
Chesterfield, or of the more vehement sort, of 
which Swift*s writings are the most powerful 
embodiment. A shrewd man of the world, of 
placid temperament, accepts placidly the conclu- 
sion that as he can see through a good many people, 
virtue generally is a hiunbug. If he has grace 
enough left to be soured by such a conclusion, he 
raves at the universal corruption of mankind. 
Now Pope, notwithstanding his petty spite, and 
his sympathy with the bitterness of his friends, 
always shows a certain tenderness of nature which 
preserves him from' sweeping cynicism. He really 
believes in nature, and values life for the power 
of what Johnson calls reciprocation of benevo- 
lence. The beauty of his affection for his father 
and mother, and for his old nurse, breaks pleas- 
antly through the artificial language of his letters, 
like a sweet spring in barren ground. When he 
touches upon the subject in his poetry, one seems 
to see tears in his eyes, and to hear his voice 
tremble. There is no more beautiful passage in 
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his writings than the one in which he expresses 
the hope that he may be spared 

To rock the cradle of reposing age, 
With lenient arts extend a mother's breath, 
Make languor smile, and smooth the bed of death ; 
Explore the thought, explain the asking eye. 
And keep awhile one parent from the sky. 

Here at least he is sincere beyond suspicion ; and 
we know from unimpeachable testimony that 
the sentiment so perfectly expressed was equally 
exempHfied in his life. It sounds easy, but unfor- 
tunately the ease is not always proved in prac- 
tice, for a man of genius to be throughout their 
lives an unmixed comfort to his parents. It is 
unpleasant to remember that a man so accessible 
to tender emotions should jar upon us by his 
language about women generally. Byron coun- 
tersigns the opinion of Bolingbroke that he knew 
the sex well; but testimony of that kind hardly 
prepossesses us in his favour. In fact, the school 
of Bolingbroke and Swift, to say nothing of 
Wycherley, was hardly calculated to generate a 
chivalrous tone of feeling. His experience of Lady 
Mary gave additional bitterness to his sentiments. 
Pope, in short, did not love good women — 

Matter too soft a lasting mark to bear, 

And best distinguished as black, brown, or fair, 

as he impudently teUs a lady — as a man of genius 
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ought; and women have generally returned the 
dislike. Meanwhile the vein of benevolence shows 
itself unmistakably in Pope's language about his 
friends. Thackeray seizes upon this point of his 
character in his lectures on the English Htunour- 
ists, and his powerful, if rather too favourable, 
description brings out forcibly the essential ten- 
derness of the man who, during the lucid intervals 
of his last illness, was ** always saying something 
kindly of his present or absent friends.' ' Nobody, 
as has often been remarked, has paid so many 
exquisitely turned compliments. There is some- 
thing which rises to the dog-like in his affectionate 
admiration for Swift and for Bolingbroke, his 
rather questionable ** guide, philosopher, and 
friend." Whenever he speaks of a friend, he is 
sure to be felicitous. There is Garth, for example : 

The best good Christian he, 
Although he knows it not. 

There are beautiful lines upon Arbuthnot, ad- 
dressed as — 

Friend to my life, which did not you prolong, 
The world had wanted many an idle song. 

Or we may quote, though one verse has been 
spoilt by familiarity, the lines in which Boling- 
broke is coupled with Peterborough : 

There St. John mingles with my friendly bowl 
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The feast of reason and the flow of soul ; 
And he whose Hghtning pierced the Iberian lines 
Now farms my quincunx, and now ranks my vines. 
And tames the genius of the stubborn plain 
Aknost as quickly as he conquered Spain* 

Or again, there are the verses in which he an- 
ticipates the dying words attributed to Pitt: 

And you, brave Cobham, to the latest breath, 
Shall feel the ruling passion strong in death ; 
Such in those moments, as in all the past, 
"Oh, save my countiy, Heaven!" shall be your last. 

Cobham's name, again, suggests the spirited 
lines — 



Spirit of Amall ! aid me while I lie, 
Cobham 's a coward, Polwarth is a slave, 
And Lyttelton a dark, designing knave; 
St. John has ever been a wealthy fool — 
But let me add Sir Robert's mighty dull. 
Has never made a friend in private life. 
And was, besides, a tyrant to his wife. 

Perhaps the last compliment is ambiguous, but 
Walpole's name again reminds us that Pope could 
on occasion be grateful even to an opponent, " Go 
see Sir Robert," suggests his friend in the epi- 
logue to the Satires ; and Pope replies : 

Seen him I have ; but in his happier hour 
cial pleasure, ill exchanged for power; 
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Seen him tmctimbered with the venal tribe 
Smile without art, and win without a bribe; 
Would he oblige me? Let me only find 
He does not think me what he thinks mankind; 
Come, come; at all I laugh, he laughs no doubt; 
The only dilBEerence is, I dare laugh out. 



But there is no end to the delicate flattery 
which may be set off against Pope's ferocious 
onslaughts upon his enemies. If one could have 
a wish for the asking, one could scarcely ask for 
a more agreeable sensation than that of being 
titillated by a man of equal ingenuity in caressing 
one's pet vanities. The art of administering such 
consolation is possessed only by men who unite 
such tenderness to an exquisitely delicate intel- 
lect. This vein of genuine feeling sufficiently 
redeems Pope's writings from the charge of a com- 
monplace worldliness. Certainly he is not one of 
the ** genial" school, whose indiscriminate bene- 
volaice exudes over all that they touch. There 
is nothing mawkish in his philanthropy. Pope 
was, if anything, too good a hater; "the por- 
tentous cub never forgives," said Bentley; but 
kindliness is all the more impressive when not 
too widely diffused. Add to this his hearty con- 
tempt for pomposities, humbugs, and stupidities 
of all kinds, and above all the fine spirit of 
indepaidence, in which we have again the real 
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man, and which expresses itself in such lines as 
these : 

Oh, let me live my own, and die so too 1 

(To live and die is all I have to do) ; 

Maintain a poet*s dignity and ease, 

And see what friends and read what books I please. 

And we may admit that Pope, in spite of his wig 
and his stays, his vanities and his affectations, 
was in his way as fair an embodiment as we would 
expect of that ''plain living and high thinMng'* 
of which Wordsworth regretted the disappearance. 
The httle cripple, diseased in mind and body, 
spiteful and occasionally brutal, had in him the 
spirit of a man. The monarch of the hterary 
world was far from inrmiaculate ; but he was not 
without a dignity of his own. 

We come, however, to the question, what had 
Pope to say upon the deepest subjects with which 
human beings can concern themselves ? The most 
explicit answer must be taken from the Essay on 
MaUj and the essay must be acknowledged to 
have more conspicuous faults than any of Pope's 
writings. The art of reasoning in verse is so 
difficult that we may doubt whether it is in any 
case legitimate, and must acknowledge that it has 
been never successfully practised by any Enghsh 
writer. Dryden's Religio Laici may be better 
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reasoning, but it is worse poetry than Pope's 
Essay. It is true, agaiii^ that Pope's reasoning is 
intrinsically feeble. He was no metaphysician, 
and confined himself to putting together incoher- 
ent scraps of different systems. Some of his argu- 
ments strike us as simply childish, as, for example^ 
the quibble derived from the Stoics, that 

The blest to-day is as completely so | 
As who began a thousand years ago. 

Nobody, we may safely say, was ever much com- 
forted by that reflection » Nor, though the cele- 
brated argument about the scale of beings, which 
Pope but half understood, was then sanctioned by 
the most eminent contemporary names, do we 
derive any deep consolation from the remark that 

in the scale of reasoning life, 't is plain, 
There must be somewhere such a rank as man. 

To say no more of these frigid conceits, as they 
now appear to us, Pope does not maintain the 
serious temper which befits a man pondering upon 
the deep mysteries of the universe. Religious 
meditation does not harmonise with epigrammatic 
cal satire. Admitting the value of the reflection 
that other beings besides man are fitthig objects of 
the Divine benevolence, we are jarred by such a 
discord as this : 

While man exclaims, See all things for my use! 
See man for mine ! replies a pampered goose. 



I 
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The goose is appropriate enough in Charron or 
Montaigne, but should be kept out of poetry. 
Such a shock, too, follows when Pope talks about 
the superior beings who 

Showed a Newton as we show an ape. 
Did anybody, again, ever complain that he wanted 
**the strength of bulls, the fur of bears?" ' Or 
could it be worth while to meet his complaints in 
a serious poem? Pope, in short, is not merely a 
bad reasoner, but he wants that deep moral earn- 
estness which gives a profound interest to John- 
son's satires — the best productions of his school 
— and the deeply pathetic reHgious feeling of 
Cowper. 

Admitting all this, however, and more, the 
Essay on Man still contains many passages which 
not only testify to the unequalled skill of this 
great artist in words, but show a certain moral 
dignity. In the Essay, more than in any of his 
other writings, we have the difficulty of separating 
the solid bullion from the dross. Pope is here 
pre-eminently parasitical, and it is possible to 
trace to other writers, such as Montaigne, Pascal, 
Leibniz, Shaftesbury, Locke, and Wollaston, as 

* The remark was perhaps taken from Sir Thomas Browne; 
"Thus have we no jiist qtiarrel with nature for leaving us 
naked; or to envy the horns, hoofs, skins, and furs of other 
creatures; being provided with reason that can supply them 
alL" — Rdigio Medici, Part I, sec. i8. 
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well as to the inspiration of Bolingbroke, nearly 
every argument which he employs. He imfor- 
timately worked up the rubbish as well as the 
gems. When Mr. Ruskin says that his ** theology 
was two centuries in advance of his time/' the 
phrase is curiously inaccurate. He was not really 
in advance of the best men of his own time ; but 
they, it is to be feared, were considerably in ad- 
vance of the average opinion of our own. What 
may be said with more plausibility is, that whilst 
Pope frequently wastes his skill in gilding refuse, 
he is really most sensitive to the noblest senti- 
ments of his contemporaries, and that, when he 
has good materials to work upon, his verse glows 
with unusual fervour, often to sink with unpleas- 
ant rapidity into mere quibbling or epigrammatic 
ptmgency. The real truth is that Pope precisely 
expresses the position of the best thinkers of his 
day. He did not imderstand the reasoning, but 
he fully shared the sentiments of the philosophers 
among whom Locke and Leibniz were the great 
lights. Pope is to the deists and semi-deists of 
his time what Milton was to the Puritans or 
Dante to the Schoolmen. At times he writes like 
a Pantheist, and then becomes orthodox, without 
a consciousness of the transition ; he is a believer 
in universal predestination, and saves himself by 
inconsistent language about "leaving free the 
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human will ;" his views about the origin of society 
are an inextricable mass of inconsistency ; and he 
may be quoted in behalf of doctrines which he, 
with the help of Warburton, vainly endeavoured 
to disavow. But, leaving sound divines to settle 
the question of his orthodoxy, and metaphysicians 
to crush his arguments, if they think it worth 
while, we are rather concerned with the general 
temper in which he regards the universe, and the 
moral which he draws for his own edification. The 
main doctrine which he enforces is, of course, one 
of his usual commonplaces. The statement that 
*' whatever is, is right," may be verbally admitted^ 
and strained to different purposes by half a dozen 
differing schools. It may be alleged by the C3mic, 
who regards virtue as an empty name; by the 
mystic, who is lapped in heavenly contemplation 
from the cares of this troublesome world; by the 
sceptic, whose whole wisdom is concentrated in 
the duty of submitting to the inevitable; or by 
the man who, abandoning the attempt of solving 
inscrutable enigmas, is content to recognise in 
ever3rthing the hand of a Divine ordainer of all 
things. Pope, judging him by his most forcible 
passages, prefers to insist upon the inevitable 
ignorance of man in presence of the Infinite : 

'T is but a part we see, and not the whole ; 
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and any effort to pierce the impenetrable gloom 
can only end in disappointment and discontent : 

In pride, in reasoning pride, our error lies. 

We think that we can judge the ways of the 
Almighty, and correct the errors of His work. 
We are as incapable of accounting for human 
wickedness as for plague, tempest, and earth- 
quake. In each case our highest wisdom is an 
hiimble confession of ignorance ; or, as he puts it, 

In both, to reason right is to submit. 

This vein of thought might, perhaps, have con- 
ducted him to the scepticism of his master, Bohng- 
broke. He unluckily fills up the gaps of his 
logical edifice with the imtempered mortar of ob- 
solete metaphysics, long since become utterly im- 
interesting to all men. Admitting that he cannot 
explain, he tries to manufacture sham explana- 
tions out of the *' scale of beings,** and other 
scholastic rubbish. But, in a sense, too, the 
most reverent minds will agree most fully with 
Pope's avowal of the limitation of human know- 
ledge. He does not apply his scepticism or his 
humility to stimulate to vain repining against the 
fetters with which our minds are bound, or an 
angry denunciation, like that of Bolingbroke, of 
the solutions in which other souls have found a 
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sufficient refuge. The perplexity in which he 
finds himself generates a spirit of resignation and 
tolerance. 

Hope humbly, then; with trembling pinions soar; 
Wait the great teacher, Death, and God adore. 

That is the pith of his teaching. All optimism is 
apt to be a little irritating to men whose sym- 
pathies with human suffering are unusually strong ; 
and the optimism of a man like Pope, vivacious 
rather than profound in his thQughts and his sym- 
pathies, annoys us at times by his calm com- 
placency. We cannot thrust aside so easily the 
thought of the heavy evils under which all crea- 
tion groans. But we should wrong him by a 
failure to recognise the real benevolence of his 
sentiment. Pope indeed becomes too pantheistic 
for some tastes in the celebrated fragment — the 
whole poem is a conglomerate of slightly con- 
nected fragments — ^beginning. 

All are but parts of one stupendous whole, 
Whose body Nature is, and God the soul. 

But his real fault is that he is not consistently 
pantheistic. Pope was attacked both for his pan- 
theism and fatalism and for having borrowed 
from Bolingbroke. It is curious enough that it 
was precisely these doctrines which he did not 
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borrow. Bolingbroke, like most feeble reasoners, 
believed firmly in Free Will; and though a theist 
after a fashion, his religion had not emotional 
depth or logical coherence enough to be panthe- 
istic. Pope, doubtless, did not here quit his mas- 
ter's guidance from any superiority in logical 
perception. But he did occasionally feel the 
poetical value of the pantheistic conception of the 
universe. Pantheism, in fact, is the only poeti- 
cal form of the metaphysical theology current in 
Pope's day. The old historical theology of Dante, 
or even of Milton, was too faded for poetical pur- 
poses ; and the ** personal Deity," whose existence 
and attributes were proved by the elaborate rea- 
sonings of the apologists of that day, was tmfitted 
for poetical celebration by the very fact that his 
existence required proof. Poetry deals with in- 
tuitions, not with remote inferences, and therefore 
in his better moments Pope spoke not of the in- 
telligent moral Gk)vemor discovered by philosophi- 
cal investigation, but of the Divine .Essence 
immanent in all nature, whose ** living raiment" 
is the world. The finest passages in the Essay on 
Man, like the finest passages in Wordsworth, are 
an attempt to expound that view, though Pope 
falls back too quickly into epigram, as Words- 
worth into prose. It was reserved for Gk)ethe to 
show what a poet might learn from the philosophy 
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of Spinoza. Meanwhile Pope, imcertaia as is his 
grasp of any philosophical conceptions, shows, not 
merely in set phrases, but in the general colouring 
of his poem, something of that width of 33^1- 
pathy which should result from the pantheistic 
view. The tenderness, for example, with which 
he always speaks of the brute creation is pleasant 
in a writer so Uttle distinguished as a rule by an 
interest in what we popularly call nature. The 
''scale of being" argument may be illogical, but 
we pardon it when it is applied to strengthen our 
sympathies with our unfortunate dependants on 
the lower steps of the ladder. The lamb who 

Licks the hand just raised to shed his blood 

is a second-hand lamb, and has, like so much of 
Pope's writing, acquired a certain tinge of ban- 
ality, which must limit quotation ; and the same 
must be said of the poor Indian, who 

thinks, admitted to that equal sky, 
His faithful dog will bear him company. 

But the sentiment is as right as the language (in 
spite of its familiarity we can still recognise the 
fact) is exquisite. Tolerance of all forms of faith, 
from that of the poor Indian upwards, is so 
characteristic of Pope as to have offended some 
modem critics who might have known better. 
We may pick holes in the celebrated antithesis : 
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For forms of government let fools contest: 
Whate'er is best administered is best; 
For forms of faith let graceless zealots fight, 
He can't be wrong whose life is in the right. 

Certainly, they are not mathematically accurate 
formulae; but they are generous, if imperfect, 
statements of great truths, and not tmbecoming 
in the mouth of the man who, as the member 
of an tmpopular sect, leamt to be cosmopolitan 
rather than bitter, and expressed his convictions 
in the well-known words addressed to Swift: ** I 
am of the religion of Erasmus, a Catholic; so I 
live, so I shall die ; and hope one day to meet you, 
Bishop Atterbury, the younger Craggs, Dr. Garth, 
Dean Berkeley, and Mr. Hutchinson in heaven." 
Who would wish to shorten the list? And the 
scheme of morality which Pope deduced for prac- 
tical guidance in life is in harmony with the spirit 
which breathes in those words just quoted. A 
recent dispute in a court of justice shows that 
even our most cultivated men have forgotten Pope 
so far as to be ignorant of the source of the familiar 
words — 

What can ennoble sots, or slaves, or cowards? 
Alas! not all the blood of all the Howards. 

It is therefore necessary to say explicitly that the 
poem where they occur, the fotirth epistle of thq 
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Essay on Man^ not only contains half a dozen 
other phrases equally familiar—^, g,, "An honest 
man 's the noblest work of God ; ''^ " Looks through 
nature up to nature^s God ; " " From grave to gay, 
from lively to severe" — but breathes throughout 
sentiments which it would be credulous to believe 
that any man could express so vigorously without 
feeling profoundly. Mr, Ruskin has quoted one 
couplet as giving '*the most complete, the most 
concise, and the most lofty expression of moral 
temper existing in English words'' — 

Never elated, while one man 's oppressed; 
Never dejected, whilst another 's blessed, 

^ This sentiment, by the way, was attacked by Damley, 
in his edition of Beaumont and Fletcher, as "false and de- 
grading to man, derogatory to God/' As I have lately seen 
the remark quoted with approbation, it is worth noticing the 
argument by which Damley supports it. He says that an 
honest abk man is nobler than an honest man, and Aristides 
with the genius of Homer nobler than Aristides with the dul- 
ness of a clown. Undoubtedly! But surely a man might say 
that English poetry is the noblest in the world, and yet 
admit that Shakesi>eare was a nobler poet than Tom Moore, 
Because honesty is nobler than any other qtiality, it does not 
follow that all honest men are on a par. This bit of cavilling 
reminds one of De Quincey's elaborate argument against the 
lines: 

Who would not laugh, if such a man there be? 
Who would not weep, if Atticus were he? 

De Quinoey says that precisely the same phenomenon is 
supposed to make you laugh in one line and weep in the 
other; and that therefore the thought is inaccinate. As if 
it would not be a fit cause for tears to discover that one of 
our national idols was a 5tting subject for laugh terl 
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The passage in which they occur is worthy of this 
(let us admit, just a little over-praised) sentiment ; 
and leads not unfitly to the conclusion and sum- 
mary of the whole, that he who can recognise the 
beauty of virtue knows that 



Where Faith, Law, Morals, all began, 
All end — ^in love of God and love of man. 



I know but too well all that may be said against 
this view of Pope's morality. He is, as Sainte- 
Beuve says, the easiest of all men to caricature; 
and it is equally easy to throw cold water upon 
his morality. We may cotmt up his affectations, 
ridicule his platitudes, make heavy deductions for 
his insincerity, denotmce his too frequent indulg- 
ence in a certain love of dirt, which he shares with, 
and in which indeed he is distanced by. Swift; 
and decline to believe in the virtue, or even in the 
love of virtue, of a man stained by so many vices 
and weaknesses. Yet I must decline to believe 
that men can gather grapes off thorns, or figs off 
thistles, or noble expressions of moral truth from 
a corrupt heart thinly varnished by a coating of 
affectation. Turn it how we may, the thing is 
impossible. Pope was more than a mere literary 
artist, though he was an artist of unparalleled 
excellence in his own department. He was a 
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man in whom there was the seed of many gcK>d 
thoughts, though choked in their development by 
the growth of innumerable weeds. And I will ven- 
ture, in conclusion, to adduce one more proof of 
the justice of a lenient verdict . I have had already 
to quote many phrases familiar to every one who 
is tinctured in the slightest degree with a know- 
ledge of English literature; and yet have been 
haunted by a dim suspicion that some of my 
readers may have been surprised to recognise their 
author. Pope, we have seen, is recognised even 
by judges of the land only through the medium 
of B)rron ; and therefore the Universal Prayer may 
possibly be unfamiliar to some readers. If so, it 
will do them no harm to read over again a few of 
its verses. Perhaps, after that experience, they 
will admit that the little cripple of Twickenham, 
distorted as were his instincts after he had been 
stretched on the rack of this rough world, and 
grievous as were his offences against the laws of 
decency and morality, had yet in him a noble 
strain of eloquence significant of deep religious 
sentiment, A phrase in the first stanza may 
shock us as bordering too closely on the epigram- 
matic; but the whole poem from which I take 
these stanzas must, I think, be recognised as the 
utterance of a tolerant, reverent, and kindly 
heart: 
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Father of all! in every age, 

In every clime adored, 
By saint, by savage, and by sage — 

Jehovah, Jove, or Lord! 

Thou great First Cause, least tmderstood, 

Who all my sense confined 
To know but this, that thou art good. 

And that myself am blind. 



What conscience dictates to be done. 

Or warns me not to do, 
This, teach me more than hell to shun; 

That, more than heaven pursue. 

What blessings thy free botmty gives 

Let me not cast away; 
For God is paid when man receives — 

To enjoy is to obey. 

Yet not to earth's contracted span 
Thy goodness let me bound, 

Or think thee Lord alone of man, 
When thousand worlds are round. 

Let not this weak, unknowing hand 
Presume thy bolts to throw. 

Or deal damnation round the land 
On each I judge thy foe. 

If I am right, thy grace impart 

Still in the right to stay: 
If I am wrong, oh, teach my heart 

To find that better way. 
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These stanzas, I am well aware, do not quite 
conform to the modem taste in h3rmns, nor are 
they likely to find favotir with admirers of the 
Christian Year. Another school wotdd object to 
them on a very different ground. The deism of 
Pope's day was not a stable form of belief; but 
in the form in which it was held by the pure 
deists of the Toland and Tindal school, or by the 
disguised deists who followed Locke or Clarke, it 
was the highest creed then attainable ; and Pope's 
prayer is an adequate impression of its best 
sentiment. 






Sir Walter Scott 

The question has begun to be asked about 
Scott which is asked about every great man: 
whether he is still read or still read as he ought 
to be read. I have been glad to see in some 
statistics of popular literature that the Waverley 
Novels are still among the books most frequently 
bought at railway stations, and scarcely surpassed 
even by Pickwick or David Copperfield. A 
writer, it is said, is entitled to be called a classic 
when his books have been read for a century after 
his death. The number of books which fairly 
satisfies that condition is remarkably small. There 
are certain books, of course, which we are all 
bound to read if we make any claim to be de- 
cently educated. A modem Englishman cannot 
afford to confess that he has not read Shakespeare 
or Milton ; if he talks about philosophy, he must 
have dipped at least into Bacon and Hobbes and 
Locke; if he is a literary critic, he must know 
something of Spenser and Donne and Dryden and 
the early dramatists; but how many books are 

x86 
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^r there of the seventeenth century which are still 

read for pleasure by other than specialists? To 
speak within bounds, I fancy that it would be 
exceedingly difficult to make out a list of one 
hundred English books which after pubHcation for 
a century are still really familiar to the average 
reader. Something like ninty-nine of those have 
in any case lost the charm of novelty, and are 
read^ if read at all, from some vague impression 
that the reader is doing a duty. It takes a very 
powerful voice and a very clear utterance to 
make a man audible to the fourth generation. If 
something of the mildew of time is stealing over 
the Waverley Novels, we must regard that as all 
but inevitable. Scott will have succeeded beyond \ 
any but the very greatest, perhaps even as much \ 
as the very greatest, if, in the twentieth century^ i 
now so unpleasantly near, he has a band of faith- ' 
ful followers, who still read because they like to 

Lread and not because they are told to read. Ad- 
mitting that he must more or less undergo the 
universal fate, that the glory must be dimmed 
even though it be not quenched, we may stiU ask 
whether he will not retain as much vitality as the 
conditions of humanity permit : Will our posterity 
understand at least why he was once a luminary 
of the first magnitude, or wonder at their ances- 
tors' hallucination about a mere will-o'-the-wisp? 
I 
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Will some of his best performances stand out like 
a cathedral amongst ruined hovels, or will they all 
sink into the dust together, and the outlines of 
what once charmed the world be traced only by 
Dryasdust and historians of literature? It is a 
painful task to examine such questions impar- 
tially. This probing a great reputation, and 
doubting whether we can come to anything solid 
at the bottom, is especially painful in regard to 
/^Scott. For he has, at least, this merit, that he is 
one of those rare natures for whom we feel not 
merely admiration but affection. We may cher- 
ish the fame of some writers in spite of, not on 
account of, many personal defects ; if we satisfied 
ourselves that their literary reputations were 
founded on the sand, we might partly console 
ourselves with the thought that we were only 
depriving bad men of a title to genius. But for 
Scott most men feel in even stronger measure that 
kind of warm fraternal regard which Macaulay 
and Thackeray expressed for the amiable, but, 
perhaps, rather cold-blooded, Addison. The man- 
liness and the sweetness of the man's nattire pre- 
dispose us to return the most favourable verdict 
in our power. And we may add that Scott is one 

I of the last great English writers whose influence 
extended beyond his island, and gave a stimulus 
to the development of European thought. We 
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cannot afford to surrender our faith in one to 
whom, whatever his permanent merits, we must 
trace so much that is characteristic of the mind 
of the nineteenth century. Whilst, finally, if we 
have any Scotch blood in our veins, we must be 
more or less than men to turn a deaf ear to the 
promptings of patriotism. When Shakespeare's 
fame decays everywhere else, the inhabitants of 
Stratfordon-Avon, if it still exist, should still 
revere their tutelary saint ; and the old town of 
Edinburgh should tremble in its foimdation when 
a sacrilegious hand is laid upon the glory of Scott. 
Let us, however, take courage, and, with such 
impartiality as we may possess, endeavour to sift 
the wheat from the chaff. And, by way of fol- 
lowing an able guide, let us dwell for a little on 
the judgment pronounced upon Scott by one whose 
name I would never mention without profound 
respect, and who has a special claim to be heard 
in this case. Carlyle is (I must now say was) 
both a man of genius and a Scotchman, His own 
writings show in every line that he comes of the 
same strong Prdfestaiit race from which Scott re- 
ceived his best qualities. 

The Scotch national character [says Carlyle him- 
Gelf] originates in many circumstances. First of all, 
the Saxon stuff there was to work on; but next, and 
beyond all else except that, in the Presbyterian gos- 
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pel of John Knox. It seems a good national charac- 
ter, and, on some sides, not so good. Let Scott thank 
John Knox, for he owed him much, little as he dreamed 
of debt in that quarter. No Scotchman of his time 
was more entirely Scotch than Walter Scott: the good 
and the not so good, which all Scotchmen inherit, 
ran through every fibre of him. 



Nothing more true; and the words would be as 
strikingly appropriate if for Walter Scott we sub- 
stitute Thomas Carlyle. And to this source of 
sympathy we might add others. Who in this 
1 generation could rival Scott's talent for the pic;; 
turesque, unless it be Carlyle? Who has done so 
much to apply the lesson which Scott, as he says, 
first taught us — ^that the "bygone ages of the 
world were actually filled by living men, not by 
protocols, state-papers, controversies, and ab- 
stractions of men " ? If Scott would in old days — 
I still quote his critic — ^have harried cattle in 
Tynedale or cracked crowns in Redswire, would 
not Carlyle have thundered from the pulpit of 
John Knox his own gospel, only in slightly altered 
phraseology — that daams should not live but die, 
and that men diould do wEaTwork lies nearest 
to their hands, as in the presence of the eternities 
and the infinite silences? 

The last parallel reminds us that if there are 
points of similarity, there are contrasts both wide 
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and deep. The rugged old apostle had probably 
a very low opinion of moss-troopers, and Carlyle 
has a message to deliver to his fellow-creatures, 
which is not quite according to Scott. And thus 
we see throughout his interesting essay a kind 
of struggle between two opposite tendencies — ^a 
genuine liking for the man, tempered by a sense 
that Scott dealt rather too much in those same 
shams to pass muster with a stem moral censor. 
Nobody can touch Scott's character more finely. 
There is a charming little anecdote which every 
reader must remember: how there was a "lit- 
tle Blenheim cocker" of singular sensibility and 
sagacity ; how the said cocker would at times fall 
into musings like those of a Wertherean poet, and 
lived in perpetual fear of strangers, regarding them 
all as potentially dog-stealers ; how the dog was, 
nevertheless, endowed with ** most amazing moral 
tact/' and specially hated the genus quack, and, 
above all, that of acrid-quack. "These,** says 
Carlyle, ''though never so clear-starched, bland- 
smiling, and beneficent, he absolutely would have 
no trade with. Their very sugar-cake was un- 
availing. He said with emphasis, as clearly as 
barking could say it, * Acrid-quack, avaunti*" 
But once when "a tall, irregular, busy-looking 
man came halting by/' that wise, nervous lit- 
tle dog ran towards him, and began "fawning. 
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frisking, licking at the feet" of Sir Walter Scott. 
No reader of reviews could have done better, says 
Cariyle; and, indeed, that canine testimonial was 
worth having. I prefer that little anecdote even 
to Lockhart's account of the pig, which had a 
romantic affection for the author of Waverky, 
Its relater at least perceived and loved that un- 
affected benevolence, which invested even Scott's 
bodily presence with a kind of natural aroma, 
perceptible, as it would appear, to very far-away 
cousins. But Cariyle is on his guard, and though 
his sympathy flows kindly enough, it is rather 
harshly intercepted by his sterner mood. He 
cannot, indeed, but warm to Scott at the end. After 
touching on the sad scene of Scott's closing years, 
at once ennobled and embittered by that last 
desperate struggle to clear oft the burden of debt, 
he concludes with gentiine feeling. 

It can be said of Scott, when he departed he took 
a man's life along with him. No sotmder piece of 
British manhood was put together in that eighteenth 
century of time. Alas, his fine Scotch face, with its 
shaggy honesty, sagacity, and goodness, when we saw 
it latterly on the Edinburgh streets, was all worn 
with care, the joy all fled from it, ploughed deep with 
labour and sorrow. We shall never forget it — ^we 
shall never see it again. Adieu, Sir Walter, pride of 
all Scotchmen; take our proud and sad farewell. 

If even the Waverley Novels should lose their 
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interest, the last journals of Scott, recently pub- 
lished by a judicious editor, can never lose their 
interest as the record of one of the noblest struggles 
ever carried on by a great man to redeem a 
lamentable error. It is a book to do one good. 

And now it is time to turn to the failings which^ 1 
in Carlyle's opinion, mar this pride of all Scotch- 
men, and make his permanent reputation doubt- 
ful. The faults upon which he dwells are, of 
course, those which are more or less acknowledged 
by all soimd critics. Scott, says Carlyle, had no 
great gospel to dehver; he had nothing of the 
martyr about him; he slew no monsters and 
stirred no deep emotions. He did not believe in 
anything, and did not even disbelieve in anything : 
he was content to take the world as it came — ^the 
false and the true mi^ed indistinguishably to- 
gether. One Ram-dass, a Hindoo, "who set up 
for god'head lately," being asked what he meant 
to do with the sins of mankind^ replied that '*he 
had fire enough in his belly to bum up all the 
sins in the world." Ram-dass had " some spice of 
sense in him." Now, of fire of that kind we can 
detect few sparks in Scott. He was a thoroughly 
healthy, sound, vigorous Scotchman, with an eye 
for the main chance, but not much of an eye for 
the eternities. And that unforttmate commercial 
element, which caused the misery of his life, was 
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equally mischievous to his work. He cared for no 
results of his working but such as could be seen 
by the eye, and in one sense or other, ** handled, 
looked at, and buttoned into the breeches' pocket.*' 
^He regarded literature rather as a trade than an 
■ art ; and literature, unless it is a very poor affair, 
should have higher aims than that of ** harmlessly 
amusing indolent, languid men." Scott would 
not afford the time or the trouble to go to the 
root of the matter, and is content to amuse us 
with mere contrasts of costume, which will lose 
their interest when the swallow-tail is as obsolete 
/ as the buff-coat. And then he fell into the mod- 
em sin of extempore writing, and deluged the 
world with the first hasty overflowings of his 
mind, instead of straining and refining it till he 
could bestow the pure essence upon us. In short, 
his career is sunmied up in the phrase that it was 
** writing impromptu novels to buy farms with" — 
a melancholy end, truly, for a man of rare genius. 
Nothing is sadder than to hear of such a man 
** writing himself out;" and it is pitiable indeed 
that Scott should be the example of that fate 
which rises most naturally to our minds. 

Something very perfect in its kind [says Carlyle] 
might have come from Scott, nor was it a low kind 
— ^nay, who knows how high, with studious self-con- 
centration, he might have gone: what wealth nature 
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implanted in him, which his circumstances, most un- 
kind while seeming to be kindest, had never impelled 
him to unfold? 

There is undoubtedly some truth in the severer 
criticisms to which some more kindly sentences 
are a pleasant relief; but there is something too 
which most persons will be apt to consider as 
rather harsher than necessary. Is not the moral 
preacher intruding a little too much on the pro- 
vince of the literary critic ? In fact we fancy that, 
in the midst of these energetic remarks^ Carlyle 
is conscious of certain half -expressed doubts. The 
name of Shakespeare occurs several times in the 
course of his remarks^ and suggests to us that we 
can hardly condemn Scott whilst acquitting the 
greatest name in our Hterature. Scott, it seems, 
wrote for money; he coined his brains into cash 
to buy farms. Did not Shakespeare do pretty 
much the same? As Carlyle himself puts it, 
" beyond drawing audiences to the Globe Theatre, 
Shakespeare contemplated no result in those plays 
of his/' Shakespeare, as Pope puts it, 

Whom you and every playhouse bill 
Style the divine, the matchless, what you will. 
For gain, not glory, wing'd his roving flight. 
And grew imnaortal in his own despite. 

To write for money was long held to be 
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disgraceful ; and Byron, as we know, taunted Scott 
because his publishers combined 

To yield his muse Just half-a-crown per line; 

whilst Scott seems half to admit that his conduct 
required justification, and urges that he sacri- 
ficed to literature very fair chances in his original 
profession. Many people might, perhaps, be dis- 
posed to take a bolder line of defence. Cut out 
of English fiction all that which has owed its 
birth more or less to a desire of earning money 
honourably, and the residue would be painfully 
small. The truth, indeed, seems to be simple. 
No good work is done when the one impelling 
motive is the desire of making a little money; 
but some of the best work that has ever been done 
has been indirectly due to the impecuniosity of 
the labourers. When a man is empty he makes 
a very poor job of it, in straining colourless trash 
from his hardbound brains; but when his mind 
is full to bursting he may still require the spur of 
a moderate craving for cash to induce him to 
take the decisive plunge. Scott illustrates both 
cases. The melancholy drudgery of his later 
years was forced from him in spite of nature ; but 
nobody ever wrote more spontaneously than Scott 
when he was composing his early poems and 
novels. If the precedent of Shakespeare is good 
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for anything, it is good for this. Shakespeare, it 
may be, had a more moderate ambition; but 
there seems to be no reason why the desire of a 
good house at Stratford should be intrinsically 
nobler than the desire of a fine estate at Abbots- 
ford. But then, it is urged, Scott allowed himself 
to write with preposterous haste. And Shake- 
speare, who never blotted a line! What is the 
great difference between them? Mr. Carlyle feels 
that here too Scott has at least a very good pre- 
cedent to allege; but he endeavours to establish 
a distinction. It was right, he says, for Shake- 
speare to write rapidly, '* being ready to do it. 
And herein truly lies the secret of the matter; 
such swiftness of writing, after due energy of 
preparation, is, doubtless, the right method; the 
hot fiamace having long worked and simmered, 
let the pure gold flow out at one gush/* Could 
there be a better description of Scott in his earlier 
years? He published his first poem of any pre-; 
tensions at thirty-four, an age which Shelley and 
Keats never reached, and which B5rron only 
passed by two years. Waverley came out when 
he was forty-three — most of our modem novelists 
have written themselves out long before they 
arrive at that respectable period of life. From a 
child he had been accumulating the knowledge 
and the thoughts that at last fotmd expr^sion in 
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his work. He had been a teller of stories before 
he was well in breeches ; and had worked hard till 
middle life in accumulating vast stores of pictur- 
esque imagery. The delightful notes to all his 
books give us some impression of the fulness of 
mind which poured forth a boimdless torrent of 
anecdote to the guests at Abbotsford. We only 
repine at the prodigality of the harvest when we 
forget the long process of ctdture by which it was 

,'Tproduced. And, more than this, when we look at 
the peculiar characteristics of Scott's style — ^that 
easy flow of narrative never heightening into 
epigram, and indeed, to speak the truth, full of 
slovenly blunders and amazing grammatical sole- 
cisms, but also always full of a charm of freshness 
and fancy most difl&ctdt to analyse — ^we may well 
doubt whether much labour would have improved 
or injured him. No man ever depended more on 
the perfectly spontaneous flow of his narratives. 
Carlyle quotes Schiller against him, amongst other 
and greater names. We need not attempt to 

' compare the two men ; but do not Scaler's trage- 
dies smell rather painfully of the lamp ? Does not 
the professor of aesthetics pierce a little too dis- 
tinctly through the exterior of the poet? And, 
for one example, are not Schiller's excellent but 
remarkably platitudinous peasants in William 
Tell miserably colourless alongside of Scott's 
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rough border dalesmen, racy of speech, and redo- 
lent of their native soil in every word and gesture? 
To every man his method according to his talent, 
Scott is the most perfectly delightful of story- ^ 
tellers, and it is the very ess^ice of story^telHng 
that it should not foEow prescribed canons of 
criticism, but be as natural as the talk by fire- 
sides, and it is to be feared, over many gallons of 
whisky-toddy, of which it is, in fact, the refined 
essence, Scott skims off the cream of his varied 
stores of popular tradition and antiquarian learn- 
ing with strange facihty; but he had tramped 
through many a long day's march, and pored over 
innumerable ballads and forgotten writers, before 
he had anjrthing to skim. Had he not^if we 
may use the word without ofTence — been cram- 
ming all his life, and practising the art of story- 
telling every day he lived? Probably the most 
striking incidents of his books are in reality mere 
modifications of anecdotes which he had rehearsed 
a himdred times before, just disguised enough to 
fit into his story. Who can read, for example, the 
inimitable legend of the blind piper in Redgauntlet 
WL without seeing that it bears all the marks of long 
I elaboration as clearly as one of those discourses 
H of Whitfield, which, by constant repetition, be- 
I came marvels of dramatic art? He was an im-'^ 
B promptu composer, in the sense that when his 
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anecdotes once reached paper, they flowed rapidly, 
and were little corrected ; but the correction must 
have been substantially done in many cases long 
before they appeared in the state of '* copy." 

Let us, however, pursue the indictment a little 
further, Scott did not believe in anything in 
particular. Yet once more, did Shakespeare? 
There is surely a poetry of doubt as well as a 
poetry of conviction, or what shall we say to 
Hamlet? Appearing in such an age as the end of 
the last and the beginning of this centuiy, Scott 
could but share the intellectual atmosphere in 
which he was bom, and at that day, whatever we 
may think of this, few people had any strong faith 
to boast of. Why should not a poet stand aside 
from the chaos of conflicting opinions, so far as 
he was able to extricate himself from the un- 
utterable confusion around them, and show us 
what was beautiful in the world as he saw it, 
without striving to combine the office of prophet 
with his more congenial occupation? Carlyle did 
not mean to urge so feeble a criticism as that 
Scott had no very uncompromising belief in the 
Thirty-nine Articles ; for that is a weakness which 
he would share with his critic and with his critic's 
idol, Goethe. The meaning is partly givoi by 
another phrase, " While Shakespeare works from 
the heart outwards, Scott/' says Carlyle^ ** works 



Sir Walter Scott 



20 1 




from the skin inwards, never getting near the 
heart of men." The bcx>ks are addressed entirely 
to the everyday mind. They have nothing to do 
with emotions or principles^ beyond those of the 
ordinary country gentleman; and, we may add, 
of the coimtry gentleman with his digestion in 
good order, and his hereditary gout still in the 
distant future. The more inspiring thoughts, the 
deeper passions, are seldom roused. If in his 
width of sympathy, and his vivid perception of 
character within certain limits, he reminds us of 
Shakespeare, we can find no analogy in his writings 
to the passion of Romeo and Juliet, or to the in- 
tellectual agony of Hamlet. The charge is not 
really that Scott lacks faith, but that he never 
appeals, one way or the other, to the faculties 
which make faith a vital necessity to some na- 
tures, or lead to a desperate revolt against estab- 
lished faiths in others. If Byron and Scott could \ 
have been combined ; if the energetic passions of 
the one could have been joined to the healthy ( 
nature and quick sympathies of the other, we 
might have seen another Shakespeare in the nine- 
teenth century. As it is, both of them are 
maimed and imperfect on different sides. It is, 
in fact, remarkable how Scott fails when he at- 
tempts a flight into the regions where he is less 
at home than in his ordinary style. Take, for 
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instance, a passage from Rob Roy, where our dear 
friend, the Bailie, Nicol Jarvie, is taken prisoner 
by Rob Roy's amiable wife, and appeals to her 
feelings of kinship: 

" I dinna ken," said the undaunted Bailie, " if the 
kindred has ever been weel redd out to you yet, 
cousin — ^but it's kenned, and can be proved. My 
mother, Elspeth Macfarlane (otherwise Macgregor), 
was the wife of my father, Denison Nicol Jarvie 
(peace be with them baith), and Elspeth was the 
daughter of Farlane Macfarlane (or Macgregor), at 
the shielding of Loch Sloy. Now this Farlane Mac- 
farlane (or Macgregor), as his surviving daughter, 
Maggy Macfarlane, wha married Duncan Macnab of 
Stuckavrallachan, can testify, stood as near to your 
gudeman, Robin Macgregor, as in the fourth degree 
of kindred, fur " 

The virago lopped the genealogical tree by demand- 
ing haughtily if a stream of rushing water acknow- 
leged any relation with the portion withdrawn from 
it for the mean domestic uses of those who dwelt on 
its banks? 

The Bailie is as real a human being as ever 
lived — ^as the present Lord Mayor, or Dandie 
Dinmont, or Sir Walter himself; but Mrs. Mac- 
gregor has obviously just stepped off the boards 
of a minor theatre, devoted to the melodrama. 
As long as Scott keeps to his strong ground, his 
figures are as good flesh and blood as ever walked 
in the Saltmarket of Glasgow; when once he 
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tries his heroics, he too often ma.nufactures his 
characters from the materials used by the fre- 
quenters of masked balls. Yet there are many 
,such occasions on which his genius does not de- 
sert him. Balfour of Burley may rub shoulders 
against genuine Covenanters and west-country 
Whigs without betraying his fictitious origin. 
The Master of Ravenswood attitudinises a little 
too much with his Spanish cloak and his slouched 
hat; but we feel really sorry for him when he 
disappears in the Kelpie's Flow. And when Scott 
has to do with his own peasants, with the thor- 
oughbred Presbyterian Scotchman^ he can bring 
intense tragic interest from his homely materials. 
Douce Davie Deans, distracted between his re- 
ligious principles and his desire of saviQg his 
daughter's life, and seeking rehef even in the 
midst of his agonies by that admirable burst of 
spiritual pride: 

Though I win neither exalt myself nor pull down 
others, I wish that every man and woman in this 
land had kept the true testimony and the middle and 
straight path, as it were on the ridge of a hill, where 
wind and water steals, avoiding right-hand snare 
and extremes, and left-hand way-slidings, as well as 
Johnny Dodds of Farthy's acre and ae man mair that 
shall be nameless^- 



Davie is as admirable a figure as ever appeared in 
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fiction. It is a pity that he was mixed up with 
the conventional madwoman, Madge Wildfire, and 
that a story most touching in its native simplicity 
was twisted and tortured into needless intricacy^ 
The religious exaltation of Balfour, or the religious 
pig-headedness of Davie Deans, are indeed given 
from the point of view of the kindly humourist 
rather than of one who can fully sympathise with 
the sublimity of an intense faith in a homely 
exterior. And though many good judges hold the 
Bride of iMmmermopr to be Scott's best perform- 
ance, in virtue of the loftier passions which ani- 
mate the chief actors in the tragedy, we are, after 
all, called upon to sympathise as much with the 
gentleman of good family who can't ask his 
friends to dinner without an unworthy device to 
hide his poverty, as with the passionate lover 
whose mistress has her heart broken. In truth, 
this criticism as to the absence of high passion 
reminds us again that Scott was a thorough Scots- 
man, and — ^for it is necessary, even now, to avoid 
the queer misconception which conf otmds together 
the most distinct races — a thorough Saxon. He 
belonged, that is, to the race which has in the 
most eminent degree the typical English quali- 
ties. Especially his intellect had a strong sub- 
stratum of downright dogged common-sense ; his 
religion, one may conjecture, was pretty much 
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that of all men of sense in his time. It was that 
of the society which had produced and been in- 
fluenced by Hume and Adam Smith ; which had 
dropped its old dogmas without becoming openly 
sceptical, but which emphatically took *' common- 
sense" for the motto of its philosophy. It was 
equally afraid of bigotry and s^fepticism and had 
manufactured a creed out of decent compromises 
which served well enough for ordinary purposes. 
Even Hume^ a sceptic in theory, was a Tory and 
a Scottish patriot in politics. Scott, who cared 
nothing for abstract philosophy, did not bother 
himself to form any definite system of opinions; 
he shared Hume*s poHtical prejudices without in- 
quiring into his philosophy. He thoroughly de- 
tested the dogmatism of the John Knox variety, 
and considered the Episcopal Church to oflfer the 
religion for a gentleman. But his common-sense 
in such matters was chiefly shown by not asking 
awkward questions and adopting the creed which 
was most to his taste without committing him- 
self to any strong persuasion as to abstract truth. 
He would, on the whole, leave such matters alone, 
an attitude of mind which was not to Carlyle's 
taste. In the purely artistic direction, this com* 
mon-sense is partly responsible for the defect 
which has been so often noticed in Scott's heroes. 
Your genuine Scot is indeed as capable of intense 
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passion as any human being in the world. Bums 
is proof enough of the fact if any one doubted it. 
But Scott was a man of more massive and less 
impulsive character. If he had strong passions, 
they were ruled by his common-sense; he kept 
them well in hand, and did not write tiir"~the 
period of youthful effervescence was over. His 
heroes always seem to be described from the 
Tpoint of view of a man old enough to see the folly 
of youthful passion or too old fully to sympathise 
with it. They are chiefly remarkable ior a punc- 
tilious pride which gives their creator some diffi- 
culty in keeping them out of superfluous duels. 
When they fall in love they always seem to feel 
themselves as Lovel felt himself in the Antiquary, 
under the eye of Jonathan Oldbuck, who was 
himself once in love but has come to see that he 
was a fool for his pains. Certainly, somehow or 
other, they are apt to be terribly wooden. Cran- 
stoun in the Lay of the Last Minstrel, Graeme in 
the Lady of the Lake, or Wilton in Marmion, are all 
unspeakable bores. Waverley himself, and Lovel 
in the Antiquary, and Vanbeest Brown in Guy 
Mannering, and Harry Morton in Old Mortality, 
and, in short, the whole series of Scott's pat- 
tern young men, are all chips of the same block. 
They can all run, and ride, and fight, and make 
pretty speeches, and express the most becoming 
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sentiments ; but somehow they all partake of one 
fault, the same which was charged against the 
otherwise incomparable horse, namely, that they 
are dead. And we must confess that this is a 
considerable drawback from Scott's novels. To 
take the passion out of a novel is something like 
taking the sunlight out of a landscape ; and to 
condemn all the heroes to be utterly common- 
place is to remove the centre of interest in a man- 
ner detrimental to the best intents of the story, 
Whoi Thackeray endeavoured to restore Rebecca 
to her rightful place in Ivanhoe, he was only doing 
what is more or less desirable in all the series. 
We long to dismount these insipid creatures from 
the pride of place, and to supplant them by some 
of the admirable characters who are doomed to 
play subsidiary parts. There is, however, an- 
other reason for this weakness which seems to be 
overlooked by many of Scott's critics. We are 
often referred to Scott as a master of pure and 
what is called "objective'* story-telling. Cer- 
tainly I don't deny that Scott could be an ad- 
mirable story-teller: Ivanhoe and the Bride of 
Lammermoor would be sufficient to convict me of 
error if I did. But as mere stories, many of his 
novels — and moreover his masterpieces — are not 
only faulty, but distinctly bad. Taking him 
purely and simply from that point of view, he is 
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very inferior, for example, to Alexandre Dumas. 
You cannot follow the thread of most of his nar- 
ratives with any particular interest in the fate of 
the chief actors. In the ** Introductory Epistle" 
prefixed to the Fortunes of Nigel, Scott himself 
gives a very interesting account of his method. 
He has often, he says in answer to an imaginary 
critic, begun by laying down a plan of his work 
and tried to construct an ideal story, evolving 
itself by due degrees and ending by a proper 
catastrophe. But, a demon seats himself on his 
pen, and leads it astray. Characters expand; 
incidents multiply; the story lingers while the 
materials increase; Bailie Jarvie or Dugald Dal- 
getty leads him astray, and he goes many a 
weary mile from the regular road and has to leap 
hedge and ditch to get back. If he resists the 
temptation, his imagination flags and he becomes 
prosy and dull. No one can read his best novels 
without seeing the truth of this description. 
WaverUy made an immense success as a descrip- 
tion of new scenes and social conditions : the story 
of Waverley himself is the least interesting part 
of the book. Everybody who has read Guy Man- 
nering remembers Dandie Dinmont and Meg Mer- 
rilies and Pleydell and Dominie Sampson; but 
how many people could explain the ostensible 
story — ^the love aflfair of Vanbeest Brown and 
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JnHa Mannering? We can see how Scott put the 
story together. He was pouring out the most 
vivid and interesting recollections of the border- 
ers whom he knew so well, of the old Scottish 
gsitiy and smugglers and peasants, and the old- 
fashioned lawyers who played high jinks in the 
wynds of Edinburgh. No more delightful collec- 
tion of portraits could be brought together. But 
he had to get a story as a thread. He started 
with the legend about an astrological prediction 
told of Dryden and one of his sons, and mixed it 
up with the Aimesley case, where a claimant 
turned up with more plausibility than the notori- 
ous Orton. This introduced of necessity an im- 
possible and conventional bit of lovemaking and 
a recognition of a long-lost heir< He is full of 
long-lost heirs. Equally conventional and im- 
possible stories are introduced in the Antiquary^ 
the Heart of Midlothian, and the Legend of Mon- 
trose and elsewhere. Nobody cares about them, 
and the characters which ostensibly play the 
chief part serve merely to introduce us to the 
subordinate actors, Waverley, for example, gives 
a description drawn with unsurpassable spirit of 
the state of the Highland clans in 1 745 ; and poor 
Waverley's love affair passes altogether out of 
sight during the greatest and most interesting 
part of the narrative. When Moore said of the 
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poems that Scott intended to illustrate all the 
gentlemen's seats between Edinburgh and Lon- 
don, he was not altogether wide of the mark. 

^jHie novels are all illustrations — ^not of ** gentle- 
men's seats" indeed, but of various social states; 
and it is only by a kind of happy accident when 
this interest in the surroundings does not put the 
^^^ief characters out of focus. Nobody has cre- 
ated a greater niunber of admirable types, but 
( when we run over their names we perceive that 
in most cases they are the secondary performers 
who are ousting the nominal heroes and heroines 
from their places. Dugald Dalgetty, for exam- 
ple, becomes so attractive that he squeezes all 
the other actors into a mere comer of the canvas. 
Perhaps nothing more is necessary to explain 

- why Scott failed a$ adramatist. With him, Ham^'^' 
let would have been a mere peg to show us how 
Rosencrantz and Guildenstem amused themselves 
at the royal drinking parties. 

f For this reason, again, Scott bestows an ap- 

• parently disproportionate amount of imagination 
upon the mere scene-painting, the external trap- 
pings, the clothes, or dwelling-places of his 
performers. A traveller into a strange country 
naturally gives us the extemal peculiarities which 
strike him. Scott has to tell us what "com- 
pleted the costume" of his Highland chiefs or 
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mediaeval barons. He took, in short, to that 
"buff -jerkin'' business of which Carlyle speaks 
so contemptuously, and fairly carried away the 
hearts of his contemporaries by a lavish display 
of mediaeval upholstery, Lockhart tells us that 
Scott could not bear the commonplace daubings 
of walls with uniform coats of white, blue, and 
grey. All the roofs at Abbotsford 

were, in appearance at least, of carved oak, relieved 
by coats-of-arms duly blazoned at the intersections of 
beams, and resting on cornices, to the eye of the same 
material, but composed of casts in plaster of Paris, 
after the foliage, the flowers, the grotesque monsters 
and dwarfs, and sometimes the beautiful heads of 
nuns and confessors, on which he had doated from 
infancy among the cloisters of Melrose Abbey, 

The plaster looks as well as the carved oak for a 

time ; but the day speedily comes when the sham 

crumbles into ashes, and Scott's knights and 

nobles, like his carved cornices, became dust in 

the next generation. It is hard to say it, and yet 

we fear it must be admitted, that many of those 

historical novels, which once charmed all men, 

t* and for which we have still a lingering affection, 

■ are rapidly converting themselves into mere 

I d6bris of plaster of Paris, Sir F, Palgrave says 

m somewhere that ''historical novels are mortal 

I enemies to history," and we are often tempted 
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to add that they are mortal enemies to fiction. 
There may be an exception or two, but as a 
nile the task is simply impracticable. The 
novelist is bound to come so near to tb^ facts 
/^" that we feel the unreality of his portraits. Either 
the novel becomes pure cram, a dictionary of 
antiquities dissolved in a thin solution of romance, 
or, which is generally more refreshing, it takes 
leave of accuracy altogether and simply takes the 
plot and the costume from history, but allows 
us to feel that genuine modems are masquerad- 
ing in the dress of a bygone century. Even in 
the last case, it generally results in a kind of 
dance in fetters and a comparative breakdown 
under self-imposed obligations. Ivanhoe and 
KenUworth and Quentin Durward, and the rest 
are of course audacious anachronisms for the 
genuine historian. Scott was imposed upon by 
his own fancy. He was probably not aware that 
his Balfour of Burley was real flesh and blood, 
because painted from real people round him, 
while his Claverhouse is made chiefly of plumes 
and jackboots. Scott is chiefly responsible for 
the odd perversion of facts, which reached its 
height, as Macaulay remarks, in the marvellous 
performance of our venerated ruler, George IV. 
That monarch, he observes, ** thought that he 
could not give a more striking proof of his 
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respect for the usages which had prevailed in Scot- 
land before the "Union than by disguising himself 
in what, before the Union, was considered by 
nine Scotchmen out of ten as the dress of a thief." 
The passage recalls the too familiar anecdote 
about Scott and the wine-glass consecrated by 
the sacred lips of his king. At one of the por- 
trait exhibitions in South Kensington was hung 
up a representation of George IV,, with the body 
of a stalwart Highlander in full costume, some 
seven or eight feet high; the face formed from 
the red puflFy cheeks developed by innumerable 
bottles of port and burgundy at Carlton House; 
and the whole surmounted by a bonnet with wav- 
ing plumes. Scott was chiefly responsible for dis- 
guising that elderly London debauchee in the 
costujne of a wild GaeHc cattle-stealer, and was 
apparently insensible of the gross absurdity. We 
are told that an air of burlesque was thrown over 
the proceedings at Holyrood by the apparition of 
a true London alderman in the same costume as 
his master. An alderman who could burlesque 
such a monarch must indeed have been a credit 
to his turtle-soup. Let us pass by with a brief 
lamentation that so great and good a man laid 
himself open to Carlyle's charge of sham worship. 
We have lost our love of buflE jerkins and other 
scraps from mediaeval museums, and Scott is 
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suffering from having preferred working in stucco 
to carving in marble. We are perhaps inclined 
to saddle Scott unconsciously with the sins of a 
later generation. Borrow, in his delightful La- 
vengrOy meets a kind of Jesuit in disguise in that 
sequestered dell where he beats "the Blazing 
Tinman." The Jesuit, if I remember rightly, con- 
fides to him that Scott was a tool of that diaboli- 
cal conspiracy which has infected our old English 
Protestantism with the poison of modem Popery. 
And, though the evil may be traced further back, 
and was due to more general causes than the 
influence of any one writer, Scott was clearly 
responsible in his degree for certain recent phe- 
nomena. The buff jerkin became the lineal an- 
cestor of various copes, stoles, and chasubles 
which stink in the nostrils of honest Dissenters. 
Our modem revivalists profess to despise the 
flimsiness of the first attempts in this direction. 
They laugh at the carpenter's Gothic of Abbots- 
ford or Strawberry Hill, and do not ask them- 
selves how their own more elaborate blundering 
will look in the eyes of a future generation. What 
will our posterity think of our masquerading in 
old clothes? Will they want a new Cromwell to 
sweep away nineteenth-century shams, as his 
ancestors smashed mediaeval ruins, or will they, 
as we may rather hope, be content to let our 
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pretentious rubbish find its natural road to ruin? 
I One thing is pretty certain, and in its way com- 
forting ; that, however far the rage for revivaUsra 
may be pushed, nobody will ever want to revive 
the nineteenth century. But for Scott, in spite 
of his compHcity in this wearisome process, there 
is something still to be said, Ivanhoe cannot be 
given up- The vivacity of the description — the 
delight with which Scott throws himself into the 
pursuit of his knicknacks and antiquarian rub- 
bishy has something contagious about it, Ivan- 
hoe\ let it be granted, is no longer a work for men, 
but it still is, or still ought to be, deUghtful read- 
ing for boys. The ordinary boy, indeed, when 
he reads anything, seems to choose descriptions 
of the cricket-matches and boat-races in which 
his soul most delights. But there must still be 
some unsophisticated youths who can relish Rob- 
inson Crusoe and the Arabian Nights and other 
favourites of our own childhood, and such at least 
should pore over the '* Gentle and free passage of 
arms at Ashby," admire those incredible feats 
with the long-bow which would have enabled 
Robin Hood to meet successfully a modem volim- 
teer armed with the Martini-Henry, and follow 
the terrific head-breaking of Front de Boeoif, Bois- 
Guilbert, the holy clerk of Copmanshurst, and the 
Noir Fainiant, even to the titne when, for no 
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particular reason beyond the exigencies of the 
story, the Templar suddenly falls from his horse, 
and is discovered, to our no small surprise, to be 
"unscathed by the lance of the enemy," and to 
have died a victim to the violence of his own con- 
tending passions. If Ivanhoe has been exploded 
by Professor Freeman, it did good work in its 
day. If it were possible for a critic to weigh the 
merits of a great man in a balance, and to decide 
precisely how far his excellences exceed his de- 
fects, we should have to set off Scott's real ser* 
vices to the spread of a genuine historical spirit 
against the encouragement which he afforded to its 
bastard counterfeit. To enable us rightly to ap- 
preciate our forefathers, to recognise that they 
were living men, and to feel our close connection 
with them, is to put a vivid imagination to one 
of its worthiest uses. It was perhaps inevitable 
that we should learn to appreciate our ancestors 
by paying them the doubtful compliment of ex- 
ternal mimicry; and that only by slow degrees, 
and at the price of much humiliating experience, 
should we learn the simple lesson t hat a childish 
Q.T» a dult has not the p rra-nft ^f childhood . Even in 
his errors, however, Scott had the merit of tm- 
consciousness, which is fast disappearing from 
our more elaborate affectations; and, therefore, 
though we regret, we are not irritated by his 



Sir Walter Scott 



ai7 



weakness and deficiency in true insight. He 
really enjoys his playthings too naively for the 
pleastire not to be a little contagious, when we 
can descend from our critical dignity* In his 
later work, indeed, the effort becomes truly pain- 
ful, tending more to the provocation of sadness 
than of anger. But that work is best forgotten 
except as an occasional warning, 

Scott, however, understood, and nobody has 
better illustrated by example, the true mode 
of connectrng past and present. Mr, Palgrave, 
whose recognition of the charm of Scott's lyrics 
merits our gratitude, observes in the notes to the 
Golden Treasury that the songs about Brignall 
banks and Rosabelle exemplify **the peculiar 
skill with which Scott employs proper names;" 
nor, he adds, *' is there a surer sign of high poetical 
genius/' The last remark might possibly be dis- 
puted ; if Milton possessed the same talent, so did 
Lord Macaulay, whose ballads, admirable as they 
are, are not first-rate poetry; but the conclusion 
to which the remark points is one which is illus- 
trated by each of these cases. The secret of the ., 
power is simply this, that a man whose mind is 
full of historical associations somehow communi- 
cates to us something of the sentiment which they 
awake in himself, Scott, as all who saw him teU 
uSf could never see an old tower, or a bank, or a 
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rush of a stream without instantly recalling a 
boundless collection of appropriate anecdotes. He 
might be quoted as a case in point by those who 
would explain all poetical imagination by the 
. power of associating ideas. He is the poet of 
/ association. A proper name acts upon him like a 
charm. It calls up the past days, the heroes of 
the '41, or the skirmish of Drumclog, or the old 
Covenanting times, by a spontaneous and inex- 
plicable magic. When the barest natural object 
is taken into his imagination, all manner of past 
fancies and legends crystallise aroimd it at once. 

Though it is more difficult to explain how the 
same glow which ennobled them to him is con- 
veyed to his readers, the process somehow takes 
place. We catch the enthusiasm. A word, which 
strikes us as a bare abstraction in the report of 
the Censor General, say, or in a collection of poor 
law returns, gains an entirely new significance 
when he touches it in the most casual manner. 
A kind of mellowing atmosphere surrounds all 
objects in his pages, and tinges them with poetical 
hues. Even the Scottish dialect, repulsive to 
some ignorant Southrons, becomes musical to his 
true admirers. In this power lies one secret of 
Scott's most successful writing. Thus, for ex- 
ample, I often fancy that the second title of 
Waverley — T is Sixty Years Since — indicates 
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precisely the distance of time at which a romantic 
novelist should place himself from his creations. 
They are just far enough from us to have ac- 
quired a certain picturesque colouring, which con- 
ceals the vulgarity, and yet leaves them living and *^ 
intelligible beings. His best stories might be all 
described as Tales of a Grandfather. They have 
the charm of anecdotes told to the narrator by ^ 
some old man who had himself been part of what 
he describes, Scott's best novels depend, for ' 
their deep interest, upon the scenery and society 
with which he had been familiar in his early days, 
more or less harmonised by removal to what we 
may call, in a different sense from the common 
one, the twiHght of history ; that period, namely, 
from which the broad glare of the present has 
departed, and which we can yet dimly observe 
without making use of the dark lantern of ancient 
historians, and accepting the guidance of Dryas- 
dust. Dandle Dinmont, though a contemporary 
of Scott *s youth, represented a fast perishing 
phase of society; and Balfour of Burley, though 
his day was past, had yet left his mantle with 
many spiritual descendants who were scarcely less 
familiar. Between the times so fixed Scott seems 
to exhibit his genuine power; and within these 
limits we should find it hard to name any second, 
or indeed any third* 
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^ ^ I Indeed, when we have gone as far as we please 
iH denouncing shams, ridictding men in buff 
jerkins, and the whole Wardour Street business 
of gimcrack and Brummagem antiquities, it still 
remains true that Scott's great service was what 
we may call the vivification of history. He made 
us feel, it is generally said,"" as no one had ever 
made us feel before, that themenof the past 
were once real htunan beings; and I can agree if 
I aih' permitted to make a certain distinction. 
His best service, I should say, was not so much 
in showing us the past as it was when it was 
present ; but in showing us the past as it is really 
still present. His knights and crusaders and 
feudal nobles are after all unreal, and the best 
critics felt even in his own day that his greatest 
tritunphs were in describing the Scottish peas- 
antry of his time. Dandie Dinmont and Jeanie 
Deans and their like are better than many Front 
de Boeufs and Robin Hoods. It is in dealing 
with his own contemporaries that he really shows 
the imaginative insight which entitles him to be 
called a great creator as well as an amusing story- 
teller. But this, rightly stated, is not inconsist- 
ent with the previous statement. For the special 
characteristic of Scott as distinguished from his 
predecessors is precisely his clear perception that 
the characters whom he loved so well and 
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described so vividly were the products of a long 
historical evolution. His patriotism was the love 
of a country in which everything had obvious roots 
in its previous history. The stout farmer Din- 
mont was the descendant of the old borderers; 
the Deanses were survivals from the days of the 
Covenanters or of John Knox; every p^uliarity 
upon which he delighted to dwell was invested 
with all the charm of descent from a long and 
picturesque history. When Fielding describes 
the squires or lawyers of the eighteenth century, 
he says nothing to show that he was even aware 
of the existence of a seventeenth, or still less of a 
sixteenth century. Scott can describe no charac- 
ter without assigning to it its place in the social 
organism which has been growing up since the 
earliest dawn of history. This was, of course, no 
accident. He came at the time when the little 
provincial centres were just feeling the first 
invasion of ^ the great movements from without. 
Edinburgh, whether qtdte comparable to Athens 
or not, had been for two or three generations a 
remarkable centre of intellectual cultivation. 
Hume and Adam Smith were only the most con- 
spicuous members of a society which monopolised 
pretty well all the philosophy which existed in 
the island and a great deal of the history and 
criticism. In Scott's time the patriotic feeling 
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which had been a blind instinct was becoming 
more or less self-conscious. The literary society 
/ in which Scott was. leader of the Tories, and 
Jeffrey of the Whigs, included a large proportion 
of the best intellect of the time and was suffi- 
ciently in contact with the outside world to be 
conscious of its own characteristics. When the 
crash of the French Revolution came in Scott's 
youth, Burke denounced its A priori abstract 
reasonings in the name of prescription. A tradi- 
tional order and belief were essential, as he urged, 
to the well-being of every human society. What 
Scott did afterwards was precisely to show by 
concrete instances, most vividly depicted, the 
value and interest of a natural body of traditions. 
Like many other of his ablest contemporaries, he 
saw with alarm the great movement, of which 
the French Revolution was the obvious embodi- 
ment, sweeping away all manner of local tradi- 
tions and threatening to engulf the little society 
which still retained its specific character in Scot- 
land. He was stirred, too, in his whole nature 
when any sacme^oul i-eformer threatened to 
sweep away any part of the true old Scottish 
system. And this is, in fact, the moral implicitly 
involved in Scott's best work. Take the beggar, 
for example, Edie Ochiltree, the old "bluegown." 
Beggars, you say, are a nuisance and would be 
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sentenced to starvation by Mr. Malthus in the 
name of an abstract principle of population. But 
look, says Scott, at the old-fashioned beggar as 
he really was. He had his place in society; he 
was the depository of the legends of the whole 
country-side: chatting with the lairds, the con- 
fidential friend of fishermen, peasants, and farm- 
ers; the oracle in all sports and ruler of village 
feasts; repaying in friendly offices far more than 
the value of the alms which *he took as a right ; 
a respecter' of old privileges, because he had 
privileges himself; and ready when the French 
came to take his part in fighting for the old 
country. There can be no fear for a country, 
says Scott, where even the beggar is as ready to 
take up arms as the noble. The bluegown, in 
short, is no waif and stray, no product of social 
corruption, or mere obnoxious parasite, but a 
genuine member of the fabric, who could respect 
himself and scorn servility as much as the high- 
est members of the social hierarchy, Scott » as 
Lockhart tells us, was most grievously wounded 
by the insults of the Radical mob in Selkirk, who 
cried ** Burke Sir Walter!'* in the place where aH 
men had loved and honoured him. It was the 
meeting of the old and new, and the revelation to 
Scott in brutal terms of the new spirit which was 
destroying all the old social ties* Scott and 
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Wordsworth and Coleridge and Southey and their 
like saw in fact the approach of that industrial 
revolution, as we call it now, which for good or 
evil has been ever since developing. The Radi- 
cals denounced them as mere sentimentalists ; the 
solid Whigs, who fancied that the revolution was 
never to get beyond the Reform Bill of 1832, 
laughed at them as mere obstructives; by us, 
who, whatever our opinions, speak with the ad- 
vantage of later experience, it must be admitted 
that such Conservatism had its justification, and 
that good and far-seeing men might well look with 
alarm at changes whose far-reaching consequences 
cannot yet be estimated. Scott, meanwhile, is 
<^ the incomparable painter of the sturdy race which 
he loved so well — a race high-spirited, loyal to its 
principles, surpassingly energetic, full of strong 
^affections and manly spirits, if crabbed, bigoted, 
and capable of queer perversity and narrow self- 
conceit. Nor, if we differ from his opinions, can 
any one who desires to take a reasonable view of 
/history doubt the interest and value of the con- 
ceptions involved. | Scott was really the first 
i imaginative observer who saw distinctly how the 
; national type of character is the product of past 
; history, and embodies all the great social forces 
by which it has slowly shaped itself. That is the 
new element in his portraiture of human life; and 
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we may pardon him if lie set rather too high a 
value upon the picturesque elements which he 
had been the first to recognise. One of the acut- 
est of recent writers upon politics, the late Mr, 
Bagehot, has insisted upon the immense value of 
what he called a '' solid cake of customs," and the 
thought is more or less familiar to every writer 
of the evolutionist way of thinking, Scott, with- 
out any philosophy to speak of, political or other- 
wise, saw and recognised intuitively a typical 
instance. He saw how much the social fabric 
had been woven out of ancient tradition ; and he 
made others see it more clearly than could be 
done by any abstract reasoner. 

When naturalists wish to preserve a skeleton ^ 
they bury an animal in an ant-hill and dig him 
up after many days with all the perishable matter 
fairly eaten away. That is the process which 
great men have to undergo. A vast multitude of 
insignificant, unknown, and unconscious critics 
destroy what has no genuine power of resistance, 
and leave the remainder for posterity. Much 
disappears in every case, and it is a question, per- 
haps, whether the firmer parts of Scott's reputa- 
tion will be sufficiently coherent to resist after 
the removal of the rubbish. We must admit that 
even his best work is of more or less mixed value, 
and that the test will be a severe one. Yet we 
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hope, not only for reasons already suggested, but 
for one which remains to be expressed. The ulti- 
mate source of pleasure derivable from all art is 
that it brings you into communication with the 
artist. What you really love in the picture or 
the poem is the painter or the poet whom it brings 
into sympathy with you across the gulf of time. 
He tells you what are the thoughts which some 
fragment of natural scenery, or some incident of 
human life, excited in a mind greatly wiser and 
more perceptive than your own. A dramatist or 
a novelist professes to describe different actors on 
his little scene, but he is really setting forth the 
varying phases of his own mind. And so Dandie 
Dinmont, or the Antiquary, or Balfour of Burley, 
is merely the conductor through which Scott's 
personal magnetism affects our own natures. And 
certainly, whatever faults a critic may discover 
in the work, it may be said that no work in our 
literature places us in commtmication with a 
manlier or more lovable nature. Scott, indeed, 
setting up as the landed proprietor at Abbotsford, 
and solacing himself with painted plaster of Paris 
instead of carved oak, does not strike us, any 
more than he does Carlyle, as a very noble phe- 
nomenon. But luckily for us, we have also the 
Scott who must have been the most charming of 
all conceivable companions; the Scott who was 
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idolised even by a judicious pig ; the Scott» who, 
unlike the irritable race of literary magnates in 
general, never lost a friend, and whose presence 
diffused an equable glow of kindly feeling to the 
farthest limits of the social system which gravi- 
tated round him. He was not precisely brilliant ; 
nobody, so far as we know, who wrote so many 
sentences has left so few that have fixed them- 
selves upon us as estabhshed commonplaces ; be- 
yond that unlucky phrase about *'my name being 
MacGregor and my foot being on my native 
heath''— which is not a very admirable sentiment 
— I do not at present remember a single gem of 
this kind. Landor, I think, said that in the 
whole of Scott's poetry there was only one good 
line, that, namely, in the poem about Helveil3ni 
referring to the dog of the lost man-^ 

When the wind waved his garments, how oft didst 
thou start! 



Scott is not one of the coruscating geniuses, 
throwing out epigrams at every turn, and spark- 
ling with good things. But the poetry, which was 
first admired to excess and then rejected with 
tmdue contempt, is now beginning to find its due 
level. It is not poetry of the first order. It is 
not the poetry of deep meditation or of rapt en* 
thusiasm. Much that was once admired has now 
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become rather offensive than otherwise. Andyet^ 
it has a charm, which becomes more sensible the 
more familiar we grow with it, the charm of un- 
affected and spontaneous love of nature; and not 
only is it perfectly in harmony with the nature 
which Scott loved so well, but it is still the best 
interpreter of the sotmd healthy love of wild 
scenery. Wordsworth, no doubt, goes deeper; 
and Byron is more vigorous; and ShelJey-fHore 
ethereal. But it is, and will remain, a good thing 
to have a breath from the Cheviots brought 
straight into London streets, as Scott alone can 
do it. When Washington Irving visited Scott, 
they had an amicable dispute as to the scenery: 
Irving, as became an American, complaining of 
the absence of forests; Scott declaring his love 
for **his honest grey hills," and saying that if he 
did not see the heather once a year he thought he 
should die. Everybody who has refreshed him- 
self with moimtain and moor this stmimer should 
feel how much we owe, and how much more we 
are likely to owe in future, to the man who first 
inoculated us with his own enthusiasm, and who 
is still the best interpreter of the ''honest grey 
hills." Scott's poetical faculty may, perhaps, be 
more felt in his prose than his vetse. The fact 
need not be decided; but as we read the best of 
his novels we feel ourselves transported to the 
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** distant Cheviot's blue ;" mixing with the sturdy 
dalesmen, and the tough indomitable Puritans of 
his native land; for their sakes we can forgive 
the exploded feudalism and the faded romance 
which he attempted with less success to galvanise 
into life. The pleasure of that healthy open-air \ 
life, with that manly companion, is not likely to 
diminish; and Scott as its exponent may still ' 
retain a hold upon our affections which would ■ 
have been long ago forfeited if he had depended 
entirely on his romantic nonsense. We are rather ^ 
in the habit of talking about a healthy animalism, 
and try most elaborately to be simple and manly. 
When we turn from our modem professors in that 
Hne, who affect a total absence of affectation, to 
Scott's Dandie Dinmonts and Edie Ochiltrees, we 
see the difference between the sham and the 
reality, and fancy that Scott may still have a , 
lesson or two to preach to this generation. Those 
to comejpxLSt take care of themselves. 



Nathaniel Hawthorne 

The most obvious fact about Hawthorne is 
that he gave one solution of the problem, what 
elements of romance are discoverable amongst 
the harsh prose of this prosaic age. How is the 
novelist who, by the inevitable conditions of his 
style, is boimd to come into the closest possible 
contact with facts, who has to give us the details 
of his hero's clothes, to tell us what he had for 
breakfast, and what is the state of the balance 
at his banker's — ^how is he to introduce the ideal 
element which must, in some degree, be present 
in all genuine art? What precisely is meant by 
** ideal" is a question which for the moment I 
pretermit. Anyhow a mere photographic repro- 
duction of this muddy, money-making, bread- 
and-butter-eating world would be intolerable. 
At the very lowest, some effort must be made at 
least to select the most promising materials, and 
to strain out the coarse or the simply prosaic 
ingredients. Various attempts have been made 
to solve the problem since De Foe founded the 
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modem school of English noveHsts, by giving us 
what is in one sense a servile imitation of genuine 
narrative, but which is redeemed from prose by 
the unique force of the situation. De Foe paint- 
ing mere everyday pots and pans is as dull as a 
modern blue-book; but when his pots and pans 
are the resource by which a human being struggles 
out of the most appalling conceivable ''slough of 
despond," they become more poetical than the 
vessels from which the gods drink nectar in epic 
poems. Since he wrote, noveHsts have made 
many voyages of discovery, with varying suc- 
cess, though they have seldom had the forttme to 
touch upon so marvellous an island as that still 
sacred to the immortal Crusoe. They have ven- 
tured far into cloudland, and, retxuning to terra 
firma, they have plunged into the trackless and 
savage-haunted regions which are girdled by the 
Metropohtan Railway, They have watched the 
magic coruscations of some strange ''Aurora Bo- 
leaHs*' of dim romance, or been content with the 
domestic gaslight of London streets. Amongst 
the most celebrated of all such adventurers were 
the band which obeyed the impulse of Sir Walter 
Scott. For a time it seemed that we had reached 
a genuine Eldorado of novelists, where solid gold 
was to be had for the asking, and visions of more 
than earthly beauty rewarded the labours of the 
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explorer. Now, alas! our opinion is a good deal 
changed; the fairy treasures which Scott brought 
back from his voyages have turned into dead 
leaves according to custom; and the curiosities, 
upon which he set so extravagant a price, savour 
more of Wardour Street than of the genuine 
mediaeval artists. Nay, there are scoffers, though 
I am not of them, who think that the tittle-tattle 
which Miss Austen gathered at the cotmtry-houses 
of our grandfathers is worth more than the showy 
but rather flimsy eloquence of the ** Ariosto of the 
North." Scott endeavoured at least, if with in- 
different success, to invest his scenes with some- 
thing of 

The light that never was on sea or land. 
The consecration and the poet's dream. 

If he too often indulged in mere theatrical de- 
vices, and mistook the glare of the footlights for 
the sacred glow of the imagination, he professed, 
at least, to introduce us to an ideal world. Later 
novelists have generally abandoned the attempt, 
and are content to reflect our work-a-day life 
with almost servile fidelity. They are not to be 
blamed; and doubtless the very greatest writers 
are those who can bring their ideal world into the 
closest possible contact with our sympathies, and 
show us heroic figures in modem frock-coats and 
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Parisian fashions. The art of story-telling is 
manifold, and its charm depends greatly upon the 
infinite variety of its applications. And yetj for 
that very reason, there are moods in which one 
wishes that the modem story-teller would more 
frequently lead us away from the commonplace 
region of newspapers and railways to regions 
where the imagination can have fair play. Haw- 
thorne is one of the few eminent writers to whose 
guidance we may in such moods most safely en- 
trust ourselves; and it is tempting to ask, what 
was the secret of his success? The effort, indeed, 
to investigate the materials from which some rare 
literary flavour is extracted is seldom satisfactory. 
We are reminded of the automaton chess-player 
who excited the wonder of the last generation. 
The showman^ like the critic, laid bare his inside, 
and displayed all the cunning wheels and cogs 
and cranks by which his motions were supposed 
to be regulated. Yet, after all, the true secret 
was that there was a man inside the machine. 
Some such impression is often made by the most 
elaborate demonstrations of literary anatomists. 
We have been mystified, not really entrusted 
with any revelation. And yet, with this warning 
as to the probable success of our examination, let 
us try to determine some of the peculiarities to 
which Hawthorne owes this strange power of 
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bringing poetry out of the most tinpromising 
materials. 

In the first place, then, he had the good forttme 
to be bom in the most prosaic of all coimtries — 
the most prosaic, that is, in external appearance, 
and even in the superficial character of its in- 
habitants. Hawthorne himself reckoned this as 
an advantage, though in a very different sense 
from that in which we are speaking. It was as a 
patriot, and not as an artist, that he congratu- 
lated himself on his American origin. There 
is a htmiorous struggle between his sense of the 
rawness and ugliness of his native land and 
the dogged patriotism befitting a descendant of the 
genuine New England Puritans. Hawthorne the 
novelist writhes at the discords which torture his 
delicate sensibilities at every step; but instantly 
Hawthorne the Yankee protests that the very 
faults are symptomatic of excellence. He is like 
a sensitive mother, tmable to deny that her awk- 
ward hobbledehoy of a son offends against the 
proprieties, but tacitly resolved to see proofs of 
virtues present or to come even in his clumsiest 
tricks. He forces his apologies to soimd like 
boasting. 

No author [he says] can conceive of the difficulty of 
writing a romance about a country where there is 
no shadow, no antiqiuty, no mystery, no picturesque 
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and gloomy wrong, nor anything but a commonplace 
prosperity, as is happily [it must and shall be happily!] 
the case with my dear native land. It will be very 
long, I trust, before romance- writers may find con- 
genial and easily 'handled themes either in the annals 
of our stalwart republic, or in any characteristic and 
probable events of our individual lives. Romance and 
poetry, ivy, lichens, and wallflowers need ruins to 
make them grow. 

If, that is, I am forced to confess that poetry and 
romance are absent, I will resolutely stick to it 
that poetry and romance are bad things, even 
though the love of them is the strongest propen- 
sity of my nature. To my thinking, there is 
something almost pathetic in this loyal self- 
deception; and therefore I have never been 
offended by certain passages in Our Old Home 
which appear to have caused some irritation in 
touchy EngKshmen. There is something, he says 
by way of apology, which causes an American in 
England to take up an attitude of antagonism, 
"These people think so loftily of themselves, 
and so contemptuously of everybody else, that it 
requires more generosity than I possess to keep 
always in perfectly good humour with them." 
That may be true ; for, indeed, I believe that all 
Englishmen, whether ostentatiously cosmopolitan 
or ostentatiously patriotic, have a peculiar type 
of national pride at least as offensive as that of 
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Frenchmen, Germans, or Americans; and, to a 
man of Hawthorne's delicate perceptions, the 
presence of that sentiment wotdd reveal itself 
through the most careful disguises. But that 
which really caused him to cherish his antagon- 
ism was, I suspect, something else : he was afraid 
of loving us too well ; he feared to be tempted into 
a denial of some point of his patriotic creed ; he 
is always clasping it, as it were, to his bosom, and 
vowing and protesting that he does not surrender 
a single jot or tittle of it. Hawthorne in England 
was like a plant suddenly removed to a rich soil 
from a dry and thirsty land. He drinks in at 
every pore the delightful influences of which he 
has had so scanty a supply. An old cottage, an 
ivy-grown wall, a cotmtry churchyard with its 
quaint epitaphs, things that are commonplace to 
most Englishmen and which are hateful to the 
sanitary inspector, are refreshing to every fibre 
of his soul. He tries in vain to take the sanitary 
inspector's view. In spite of himself he is always 
falling into the romantic tone, though a sense that 
he ought to be sternly philosophical jtist gives a 
humorous tinge to his enthusiasm. Charles Lamb 
could not have improved his description of the 
old hospital at Leicester, where the twelve breth- 
ren still wear the badge of the Bear and Ragged 
Staff. He lingers rotmd it, and gossips with the 
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brethren, and peeps into the garden, and sits by 
the cavernous archway of the Idtchen fireplace, 
where the very atmosphere seems to be redolent 
with aphorisms first uttered by ancient monks, 
and jokes derived from Master Blender's note- 
book, and gossip about the wrecks of the Spanish 
Armada. No connoisseur could pore more lov- 
ingly over an ancient black-letter volume, or the 
mellow hues of some old painter's masterpiece. 
He feels the charm of our historical continuity, 
where the immemorial past blends indistinguish- 
ably with the present, to the remotest recesses of 
his imagination. But then the Yankee nature 
within him must put in a sharp word or two ; he 
has to jerk the bridle for fear that his enthusiasm 
'^ should fairly run away with him. "The trees 
and other objects of an English landscape/* he 
remarks, or, perhaps we should say, he com- 
plains, **take hold of one by numberless minute 
tendrils as it were, which, look as closely as we 
choose, we never find in an American scene/' 
but he inserts a quaHf ying clause, just by way of 
protest, that an American tree would be more 
picturesque if it had an equal chance; and the 
native oak of which we are so proud is summarily 
condemned for "John Bullism"- — a mysterious 
offence common to many things in England. 
Charlecote Hall, he presently admits, "is a most 
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delightful place." Even an American is tempted 
to believe that real homes can only be produced 
by **the slow ingenuity and labour of many suc- 
cessive generations/' when he sees the elaborate 
beauty and perfection of a well-ordered English 
abode. And yet he persuades himself that even 
here he is the victim of some delusion. The 
impression is due to the old man which still lurks 
even in the polished American, and forces him to 
look through his ancestor's spectacles. The true 
theory, it appears, is that which Holgrave ex- 
presses for hinx in the Seven Gables, namely, that 
we should free ourselves of the material slavery 
imposed upon us by the brick-and-mortar of past 
gene!rations, and learn to change our houses as 
easily as our coats. We ought to feel — only we 
imfortimately can't feel — ^that a tent or a wig- 
wam is as good as a house. The mode in which 
Hawthorne regards the Englishman himself is a 
quaint illustration of the same theory. An Eng- 
lishwoman, he admits reluctantly and after many 
protestations, has some few beauties not pos- 
sessed by her American sisters. A maiden in her 
teens has **a certain charm of half -blossom and 
deUcately folded leaves, and tender womanhood 
shielded by maidenly reserves, with which, some- 
how or other, our American girls often fail to 
adorn themselves during an appreciable moment." 
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But he revenges himself for this concession by 
an almost savage onslaught upon the full-blown 
British matron with her ''awful ponderosity of 
frame . . . massive with solid beef and streaky 
tallow," and apparently composed '*of steals 
and sirloins/* He laments that the EngUsh violet 
should develop into such an over-blown peony, 
and speculates upon the whimsical problem, 
whether a middle-aged husband should be con- 
sidered as legally married to all the accretions 
which have overgrown the slendemess of his 
bride. Should not the matrimonial bond be held 
to exclude the three fourths of the wife that had 
no existence when the ceremony was performed? 
A question not to be put without a shudder. The 
fact is, that Hawthorne had succeeded only too 
well in misleading himself by a common fallacy. 
That pestilent personage, John Bull, has assumed 
so concrete a form in our imaginations, with his 
top-boots and his broad shoulders and vast cir- 
cumference, and the emblematic bulldog at his 
heels, that for most observers he completely hides 
the EngUshman of real life. Hawthorne had de- 
cided that an Englislmian must and should be a 
mere mass of transformed beef and beer. No 
observation could shake his preconceived impres- 
sion. At Greenwich Hospital he encoimtered the 
mighty shade of the concentrated essence of our 
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strongest national qualities; no truer Englishman 
ever lived than Nelson. But Nelson was cer- 
tainly not the conventional John Bull^ and, there- 
fore, Hawthorne roundly asserts that he was not 
an Englishman. "More than any other Eng- 
lishman he won the love and admiration of his 
country, but won them through the efficacy of 
qualities that are not English.'* Nelson was of 
the same breed as Cromwell, though his shoulders 
were not so broad; but Hawthorne insists that 
the broad shoulders, and not the fiery soul, are the 
essence of John Bull. He proceeds ¥rith amusing 
imconsciousness to generalise this ingenious the- 
ory, and declares that all extraordinary English- 
men are sick men, and therefore deviations from 
the type. When he meets another remarkable 
Englishman in the flesh, he applies the same 
method. Of Leigh Htmt, whom he describes 
with warm enthusiasm, he dogmatically declares, 
"there was not an English trait in him from head 
to foot, morally, intellectually, or physically." 
And the reason is admirable. " Beef, ale, or stout, 
brandy or port-wine, entered not at all into his 
constitution." All Englishmen are made of those 
ingredients, and if not, why, then, they are not 
Englishmen. By the same method it is easy to 
show that all Englishmen are drunkards, or that 
they are all teetotalers; you have only to exclude 
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as irrelevant every case that contradicts your 
theory. Hawthorne, unluckily, is by no means 
solitary in his mode of reasoning. The ideal John 
Bull has hidden us from ourselves as well as from 
our neighbours, and the race which is distinguished 
above all others for the magnificent wealth of its 
imaginative literature is daily told — and, what is 
more, tells itself — ^that it is a mere ump of pro- 
saic flesh and blood, with scarcely soul enough to 
keep it from stagnation. If we w^ere sensible we 
should bum that ridiculous caricature of our- 
selves along with Guy Fawkes; but meanwhile 
we can hardly complain if foreigners are deceived 
by our own misrepresentations. 

Against Hawthorne, as I have said, I feel no 
grudge, though a certain regret that his sympathy 
with that deep vein of poetical imagination which 
underlies all our " steaks and sirloins " should have 
been intercepted by this detestable lay-figure. 
The poetical humourist must be allowed a certain 
license in dealing with facts; and poor Haw- 
thorne, in the uncongenial atmosphere of the 
Liverpool Custom-house, had doubtless much to 
suffer from a thick-skinned generation. His char- 
acteristic shyness made it a hard task for him 
to penetrate through our outer rind— which, to 
say the truth, is often elephantine enough — ^to the 
central core of heat ; and we must not complain 
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if he was too apt to deny the existence of what to 
him was unattainable. But the problem recurs 
— for everybody likes to ask utterly unanswer- 
able questions — ^whether Hawthorne would not 
have developed into a still greater artist if he had 
been more richly supplied with the diet so dear 
to his inmost soul? Was it not a thing to weep 
over, that a man so keenly alive to every pictur- 
esque influence, so anxious to invest his work 
with the enchanted haze of romantic association, 
should be confined till middle age amongst the 
bleak granite rocks and the half-baked civilisation 
of New England? *' Among ourselves,'' he la- 
ments, ''there is no fairy land for the romancer." 
What if he had been brought up in the native 
home of the fairies — ^if there had been thrown 
open to him the gates through which Shakespeare 
and Spenser caught their visions of ideal beauty? 
Might we not have had an appendix to the Mid- 
summer Night's Dream, and might not a modern 
Faerie Queen have brightened the prosaic wilder- 
ness of this nineteenth century? The question, as 
I have said, is rigidly imanswerable. We have 
not yet learnt how to breed poets, though we have 
made some progress in regard to pigs. Nobody 
can tell, and perhaps, therefore, it is as well that 
nobody should guess, what would have been the 
effect of transplanting Shakespeare to modem 
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Stratford, or of exiling him to the United States, 
And yet — for it is impossible to resist entirely the 
pleasure of fruitless speculation — we may guess 
that there are some reasons why there should be 
a risk in transplanting so dehcate a growth as 
the genius of Hawthorne. There are more ways, 
so wise men tell us, of killing a cat than chok- 
ing it with cream; but it is a very good way. 
Over-feeding produces atrophy of some of the 
vital functions in higher animals than cats, and 
the imagination may be enfeebled rather than 
strengthened by an over-supply of materials, 
Hawthorne, if his life bad passed where the 
plough may turn up an antiquity in every fur- 
row, and the whole face of the country is enam- 
elled with ancient culture, might have wrought 
more gorgeous hues into his tissues, but he might 
have succumbed to the temptation of producing 
mere upholstery. The fairy land for which he 
longed is full of dangerous enchantments, and 
there are many who have lost in it the vigour 
which comes from breathing the keen air of every- 
day life. From that risk Hawthorne was effectu- 
ally preserved in his New England home. Having 
to abandon the poetry which is manufactured 
out of mere external circumstances, he was forced 
to draw it from deeper sources. With easier 
means at hand of enriching his pages, he might 
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have left the mine tinworked. It is often good 
for us to have to make bricks without straw. 
Hawthorne, who was conscious of the extreme 
difficulty of the problem, and but partially con- 
scious of the success of his solution of it, naturally 
complained of the severe discipline to which he 
owed his strength. We who enjoy the results 
may feel how much he owed to the very sternness 
of his education and the niggard hand with which 
his imaginative sustenance was dealt out to him. 
The observation may sotmd paradoxical at the 
first moment, and yet it is supported by analogy. 
Are not the best cooks produced just where the 
raw material is the worst, and precisely because 
it is there worst? Now, cookery is the art by 
which man is most easily distinguished from 
beasts, and it requires little ingentdty to transfer 
its lessons to literature. At the same time it 
may be admitted that some closer inquiry is 
necessary in order to make the hypothesis prob- 
able, and I will endeavour from this point of 
view to examine some of Hawthorne's exqtdsite 
workmanship. 

The story which perhaps generally passes for 
his masterpiece is Transformation, for most read- 
ers assume that a writer's longest book must 
necessarily be his best. In the present case, I 
think that this method, which has its conven- 
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iences, has not led to a perfectly just conclusion. 
In Transformation, Hawthorne has for once the 
advantage of placing his characters in a land 
where *'a sort of poetic or fairy precinct/' as he 
calls it, is naturally provided for them. The very 
stones of the streets are full of romance, and he 
cannot mention a name that has not a musical 
ring. Hawthorne^ moreover, shows his usual tact 
in confining his aims to the possible. He does 
not attempt to paint Italian life and manners; 
his actors belong by birth, or by a kind of nat- 
uralisation, to the colony of the American artists 
in Rome ; and he therefore does not labour under 
the difficulty of being in imperfect sjrmpathy 
with his creatures, Rome is a mere background, 
and surely a most felicitous background, to the 
little group of persons who are effectually de- 
tached from all such vulgarising associations with 
the mechanism of daily life in less poetical coun- 
tries. The centre of the group, too, who em- 
bodies one of Hawthorne's most deUcate fancies, 
could have breathed no atmosphere less richly 
perfumed with old romance. In New York he 
would certainly have been in danger of a Bar- 
num's museum, beside Washington's nurse and 
the woolly horse. It is a triumph of art that a 
being whose nature trembles on the very verge of 
the grotesque should walk through Hawthome*s 
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pages with such tindeviating grace. In the 
Roman dreamland he is in little danger of such 
prying curiosity, though even there he can only 
be kept out of harm's way by the admirable skill 
of his creator. Perhaps it may be thought by 
some severe critics that, with all his merits, 
Donatello stands on the very outside verge of the 
province permitted to the romancer. But with- 
out cavilling at what is indisputably charming, 
and without dwelling upon certain defects of con- 
struction which slightly mar the general beauty 
of the story, it has another weakness which it is 
impossible quite to overlook. Hawthorne him- 
self remarks that he was surprised, in re-writing 
his story, to see the extent to which he had in- 
troduced descriptions of various Italian objects. 
** Yet these things," he adds, ** fill the mind every- 
where in Italy, and especially in Rome, and can- 
not be kept from flowing out upon the page when 
one writes freely and with self-enjojrment." The 
associations which they called up in England 
were so pleasant that he could not find it in 
his heart to cancel. Doubtless that is the precise 
truth, and yet it is equally true that they are 
artistically out of place. There are passages 
which recall the guide-book. To take one in- 
stance — and, certainly, it is about the worst — 
the whole party is going to the Colisetun, where a 
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very striking scene takes place. On the way they 
pass a baker's shop. 

*'The baker is drawing his loaves out of the oven," 
remarked Kenyon. '* Do you smell how sour they 
are? I should fancy that Minerva (in revenge for 
the desecration of her temples) had slyly poured 
vinegar into the batch, if I did not know that the 
modem Romans prefer thdr bread in the acetous 
fermentation." 

The instance is trivial, but it is characteristic. 
Hawthorne had doubtless remarked the smell of 
the sour bread, and to him it called up a vivid 
recollection of some stroll in Rome; for, of all 
our senses, the smell is notoriously the most 
powerful in awakening associations. But then 
what do we who read him care about the Roman 
taste for bread " in acetous fermentation " ? When 
the high-spirited girl is on the way to meet her 
tormenter, and to receive the provocation which 
leads to his murder, why should we be worried 
by a gratuitous remark about Roman baking? 
It somehow jars upon our taste, and we are cer- 
tain that, in describing a New England village, 
Hawthorne would never have admitted a touch 
which has no conceivable bearing upon the situa- 
tion. There is almost a superabimdance of minute 
local colour in his American Romances, as, for 
example, in the House of ike Seven Gables; but 



I 

1 

4 



248 



Hours in a Library 




still, every touch, however minute, is steeped in 
the sentiment and contributes to the general 
effect. In Rome the smell of a loaf is sacred to 
his imagination, and intrudes itself upon its own 
merits, and, so far as we can discover, without 
reference to the central purpose. If a baker's 
shop impresses him unduly because it is Roman, 
the influence of ancient ruins and glorious works 
of art is of course still more distracting. The 
mysterious DonateUo, and the strange psycho- 
logical problem which he is destined to illustrate, 
are put aside for an interv^al, whilst we are caUed 
upon to listen to descriptions and meditations, 
always graceful, and often of great beauty in 
themselves, but yet, in a strict sense, irrelevant, 
Hawthorne's want of familiarity with the scenery 
is of course responsible for part of this failing. 
Had he been a native Roman, he would not have 
been so preoccupied with the wonders of Rome. 
But it seems that for a romance bearing upon a 
spiritual problem, the scenery, however tempting, 
is not really so serviceable as the less prepos- 
sessing surroundings of America, The objects 
have too great an intrinsic interest. A counter- 
attraction distorts the symmetry of the system. 
In the shadow of the Coliseum and St. Peter's you 
cannot pay much attention to the troubles of a 
yo\mg lady whose existence is painfully ephemeral. 
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Those mighty objects will not be relegated to 
the backgrotmd, and condescend to act as mere 
scenery. They are, in fact, too romantic for a ro- 
mance. The fountain of Trevi, with aU its alle- 
gorical marbles, may be a very picturesque object 
to describe, but for Hawthorne's purposes it is 
really not equal to the town-piunp at Salem; and 
Hilda's poetical tower, with the perpetual light 
before the Virgin's image, and the doves floating 
up to her from the street, and the column of 
Antoninus looking at her from the heart of the 
city, somehow appeals less to our sympathies than 
the quaint garret in the House of the Seven Ga- 
bles, from which Phoebe Pyncheon watched the 
singular idiosyncrasies of the superannuated breed 
of fowls in the garden. The garret and the pump 
are designed in strict subordination to the human 
figures: the tower and the fountain have a dis- 
tinctive purpose of their own. Hawthorne, at 
any rate, seems to have been mastered by his too 
powerful auxiliaries. A human soul, even in 
America, is more interesting to us than all the 
churches and picture-galleries in the world; and, 
therefore, it is as well that Hawthorne should not 
be tempted to the too easy method of putting 
fine description in place of sentiment. 

But how was the task to be performed? How 
was the imaginative glow to be shed over the 




250 Hours in a Library 

American scenery, so provokingly raw and de- 
ficient in harmony? A similar problem was suc- 
cessfully solved by a writer whose development, 
in proportion to her means of cultivation, is about 
the most remarkable of recent literary phenomena. 
Miss Bronte's bleak Yorkshire moors, with their 
uncompromising stone walls, and the valleys in- 
vaded by factories, are at first sight as little 
suited to romance as New England itself, to which, 
indeed, both the inhabitants and the country 
have a decided family resemblance. Now that 
she has discovered for us the foimtains of poetic 
interest, we can all see that the region is not a 
mere stony wilderness ; but it is well worth while 
to make a pilgrimage to Haworth, if only to dis- 
cover how little the coimtry corresponds to our 
preconceived impressions, or, in other words, how 
much depends upon the eye which sees it, and 
how little upon its intrinsic merits. Miss Bronte's 
marvellous effects are obtained by the process 
which enables an ** intense and glowing mind** to 
see everything through its own atmosphere. The 
ugliest and most trivial objects seem, like objects 
heated by the sun, to radiate back the glow of 
passion with which she has regarded them. Per- 
haps this singular power is still more conspicuous 
in Villette, where she had even less of the raw 
material of poetry. An odd parallel may be 
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found between one of the most striking passages 
in Viilette and one in Transformation, Lucy 
Snowe in one novel, and Hilda in the other, are 
left to pass a summer vacation, the one in Brussels 
and the other in pestiferous Rome. Miss Snowe 
has no external cause of suffering but the natural 
effect of soHtude upon a homeless and helpless 
governess. Hilda has to bear about with her the 
weight of a terrible secret, affecting, it may be, 
even the life of her dearest friend. Each of them 
wanders into a Roman CathoHc church, and each, 
though they have both been brought up in a 
Protestant home, seeks reHef at the confessional. 
So far the cases are alike, though Hilda^ one 
might have fancied, has by far the strongest cause 
for emotion. And yet, after reading the two 
descriptions — both excellent in their way — one 
might fancy that the two young ladies had ex- 
changed burdens. Lucy Snowe is as tragic as the 
innocent confidante of a murderess ; Hilda's feel- 
ings never seem to rise above that weary sense of 
melancholy isolation which besieges us in a de- 
serted city. It is needless to ask which is the 
best bit of work artistically considered, Haw- 
thorne's style is more graceful and flexible; his 
descriptions of the Roman CathoHc ceremonial 
and its influence upon an imaginative mind in 
distress are far more sympathetic, and imply 
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wider range of intellect. But Hilda scarcely 
moves us like Lucy. There is too much delicate 
artistic description of picture-galleries and of the 
glories of St. Peter's to allow the poor little 
American girl to come prominently to the sur- 
face. We have been indulging with her in some 
sad but charming speculations, and not witness- 
ing the tragedy of a deserted soul. Lucy Snowe 
has very inferior materials at her command; but 
somehow we are moved by a sympathetic thrill: 
we taste the bitterness of the awful cup of de- 
spair which, as she tells us, is forced to her lips 
in the night-watches; and are not startled when 
so prosaic an object as the row of beds in the dor- 
mitory of a French school suggests to her images 
worthy of rather stately tombs in the aisles of a 
vast cathedral, and recalls dead dreams of an elder 
worid and a mightier race long frozen in death. 
Comparisons of this kind are almost inevitably 
imfair; but the difference between the two illus- 
trates one characteristic — ^we need not regard it 
as a defect — of Hawthorne. His idealism does 
not consist in conferring grandeur upon vulgar 
objects by tinging them with the reflection of 
deep emotion. He rather shrinks than otherwise 
from describing the strongest passions, or shows 
their working by indirect touches and imder a 
side-light. An excellent example of his peculiar 
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method occurs in what is in some respects the 
most perfect of his works, the Scarlet Letter. 
There, again, we have the spectacle of a man tor- 
tured by a Ufe-long repentance. The Puritan 
Clergyman, reverenced as a saint by all his flock, 
conscious of a sin which, once revealed, will crush 
him to the earth, watched with a malignant pur- 
pose by the husband whom he has injur^, unable 
to summon up the moral courage to tear off the 
veil, and make the only atonement in his power, 
is a singularly striking figure, powerfully con- 
ceived and most delicately described. He yields 
under terrible pressure to the temptation of es- 
caping from the scene of his prolonged torture 
with the partner of his guilt. And then, as he is 
returning homewards after jnelding a reluctant 
consent to the flight, we are invited to contem- 
plate the agony of his soul. The form which it 
takes is curiously characteristic. No vehement 
pangs of remorse, or desperate hopes of escape 
overpower his faculties in any simple and straight- 
forward fashion. The poor minister is seized with 
a strange hallucination. He meets a venerable 
deacon, and can scarcely restrain himself from ut- 
tering blasphemies about the Communion-supper. 
Next appears an aged widow, and he longs to 
assail her with what appears to him to be an 
unanswerable argument against the immortality 
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of the soul. Then follows an impulse to whisper 
impure suggestions to a fair yoimg maiden, whom 
he has recently converted. And, finally, he longs 
to greet a rough sailor with a *' volley of good, 
round, solid, satisfactory, and heaven-defying 
oaths." The minister, in short, is in that state 
of mind which gives birth in its victim to a be- 
lief in diabolical possession ; and the meaning is 
pointed by an encounter with an old lady, who, 
in the popular belief, was one of Satan's miser- 
able slaves and dupes, the witches, and is said — 
for Hawthorne never introduces the supemattuul 
without toning it down by a supposed legendary 
transmission — ^to have invited him to meet her at 
the blasphemous Sabbath in the forest. The sin 
of endeavouring to escape from the pimishment 
of his sins had brought him into sympathy with 
wicked mortals and perverted spirits. 

This mode of setting forth the agony of a pure 
mind tainted by one irremovable blot, is un- 
doubtedly impressive to the imagination in a high 
degree; far more impressive, we may safely say, 
than any quantity of such rant as very inferior 
writers cotdd have poured out with the utmost 
facility on such an occasion. Yet it might pos- 
sibly be mentioned that a poet of the highest 
order would have produced the effect by more 
direct means. Remorse overpowering and ab- 
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sorbing does not embody itself in these recondite 
and, one may almost say, over-iBgenious fancies, 
Hawthorne does not give us so much the pure 
passion as some of its collateral effects. He is 
stiU more interested in the curioiis psychological 
problem than moved by sympathy with the tor- 
ture of the soul. We pity poor Mr. Dimmesdale 
profotmdly, but we are also interested in him as 
the subject of an experiment in analytical psy- 
chology. We do not care so much for his emo- 
tions as for the strange phantoms which are 
raised in his intellect by the disturbance of his 
natural fimctions. The man is placed upon the 
rack, but our compassion is aroused, not by feel- 
ing our own nerves and sinews twitching in sym* 
pathy, but by remarking the strange confusion of 
ideas produced in his mind, the singularly dis- 
torted aspect of things in general introduced by 
such an experience, and hence, if we please, in- 
ferring the keenest of the pangs which have pro- 
duced them. This turn of thought explains the 
real meaning of Hawthorne's antipathy to poor 
John Bull. That worthy gentleman, we will ad- 
mit, is in a sense more gross and beefy than his 
American cousin. His nerves are stronger, for we 
need not decide whether they should be called 
coarser or less morbid. He is not, in the proper 
sense of the word, less imaginative, for a vigorous 
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grasp of realities is rather a proof of a powerful 
than a defective imagination. But he is less 
accessible to those delicate impulses which are 
to the ordinary passions as electricity to heat. 
His imagination is more intense and less mobile. 
The devils which haunt the two races partake 
of the national characteristics. John Btmyan, 
Dimmesdale's contemporary, suffered under the 
pangs of a remorse equally acute, though with 
apparently far less cause. The devils who tor- 
mented him whispered blasphemies in his ears; 
they pulled at his clothes; they persuaded him 
that he had committed the unpardonable sin. 
They caused the very stones in the streets and 
tiles on the houses, as he says, to band themselves 
together against him. But they had not the re- 
fined and himiorous ingenuity of the American 
fiends. They tempted him, as their fellows 
tempted Dimmesdale, to sell his soul; but they 
were too much in earnest to insist upon queer 
breaches of decorum. They did not indulge in 
that quaint play of fancy which tempts us to 
believe that the devils in New England had se- 
duced the "tricksy spirit," Ariel, to indulge in 
practical jokes at the expense of a nobler victim 
than Stephano or Caliban. They were too ter- 
ribly diabolical to care whether Bunyan blas- 
phemed in solitude or in the presence of human 
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respectabilities. Bmiyan's snflfenngs were as po- 
etical, but less conducive to refined speculation. 
His were the fiends that haunt the valley of the 
shadow of death ; whereas Hawthorne's are to be 
encountered in the dim regions of twihght, where 
reaHties blend inextricably with mere phantoms, 
and the mind confers only a kind of provisional 
existence upon the "airy nothings'* of its crea- 
tion, Apollyon does not appear armed to the 
teeth and throwing fiery darts, but comes as an 
unsubstantial shadow threatening vague and un- 
defined dangers, and only half-detaching himself 
from the background of darkness. He is as in- 
tangible as Milton's Death, not the vivid reality 
which presented itself to mediaeval imaginations. 
This special attitude of mind is probably easier 
to the American than to the English imagination. 
The craving for something substantial, whether 
in cookery or in poetry, was that which induced 
Hawthorne to keep John Bull rather at arm*s 
length. We may trace the working of similar 
tendencies in other American peculiarities. Spir- 
itualism and its attendant superstitions are the 
gross and vulgar form of the same phase of thought 
as it occurs in men of highly-strung nerves but 
defective cultivation. Hawthorne ahvays speaks 
of these modem goblins with the contempt they 
d^erve, for they shocked his imagination as 



1 



258 Hours in a Library 

much as his reason; but he likes to play with 
fancies which are not altogether dissimilar, though 
his refined taste warns him that they become dis- 
gusting when grossly translated into tangible 
symbols. Mesmerism, for example, plays an im- 
portant part in the Blithedale Romance and the 
House of the Seven Gables, though judiciously soft- 
ened and kept in the background. An example 
of the danger of such tendencies may be found in 
those works of Edgar Poe, in which he seems to 
have had recourse to strong stimulants to rouse a 
flagging imagination. What is exquisitely fanci- 
ful and airy in Hawthorne is too often replaced in 
his rival by an attempt to overpower us by dab- 
blings in the charnel-house and prurient appeals 
to our fears of the horribly revolting. After read- 
ing some of Poe's stories one feels a kind of shock 
to one's modesty. We require some kind of 
spiritual ablution to cleanse our minds of his dis- 
gusting images; whereas Hawthorne's pure and 
deUghtful fancies, though at times they may have 
led us too far from the healthy contact of every- 
day interests, never leave a stain upon the im- 
agination, and generally succeed in throwing a 
harmonious colouring upon some objects in which 
we had previously failed to recognise the beautiftd. 
To perform that duty effectually is perhaps the 
highest of artistic merits; and though we may 
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complain of Hawthome*s colouring as too evan- 
escent, its charm grows upon us the more we 
study it. 

Hawthorne seems to have been slow in 4lscov- 
ering the secret of his own power. The Twice-Told 
Tales, he teUs us, are only a fragmentary selec- 
tion from a great number which had an ephemeral 
existence in long-forgotten magazines, and were 
sentenced to extinction by their author. Though 
many of the survivors are very striking, no wise 
reader will regret that sentence. It could be wished 
that other authors were as ready to bury their 
innocents, and that injudicious admirers might al- 
ways abstain from acting as resurrection -men. The 
fragments, which remain with all their merits, are 
chiefly interesting as illustrating the intellectual 
development of their author. Hawthorne, in his 
preface to the collected edition (all Hawthorne's 
prefaces are remarkably instructive) tells us what 
to think of them. The book, he says, '* requires 
to be read In the clear brown twilight atmosphere 
in which It was written ; if opened In the sunshine 
It is apt to look exceedingly like a volume of 
blank pages." The remark, with deductions on 
the score of modesty, is more or less applicable 
to all his writings. But he explains, and with 
perfect truth, that though written in solitude, the 
book has not the abstruse tone which marks the 
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written communications of a solitary mind with 
itself. The reason is that the sketches "are not 
the talk of a secluded man with his own mind and 
heart, but his attempts ... to open an inter- 
course with the world." They may, in fact, be 
compared to Brummel's failures; and, though 
they do not display the perfect grace and fitness 
which would justify him in presenting himself to 
society, they were well worth taking up to illus- 
trate the skill of the master's manipulation. We 
see him trying various experiments to hit off that 
delicate mean between the fanciful and the pro- 
saic, which shall satisfy his taste and be intelligible 
to the outside world. Sometimes he gives us a 
fragment of historical romance, as in the story of 
the stem old regicide who suddenly appears from 
the woods to head the colonists of Massachusetts 
in a critical emergency; then he tries his hand at 
a bit of allegory, and describes the search for the 
mythical carbuncle which blazes by its inherent 
splendour on the face of a mysterious cliff in the 
depths of the untrodden wilderness, and lures old 
and young, the worldly and the romantic, to 
waste their lives in the vain effort to discover it 
— ^for the carbuncle is the ideal which mocks our 
pursuit, and may be our curse or our blessing. 
Then perhaps we have a domestic piece — a quiet 
description of a New England country scene, 
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touched with a grace which reminds us of the 
creators of Sir Roger de Coverley or the Vicar of 
Wakefield. Occasionally there is a fragment of 
pure diablerie, as in the story of the lady who 
consults the witch in the hollow of the three hills ; 
and more frequently he tries to work out one of 
those strange psychological problems which he 
afterwards treated with more fulness of power. 
The minister who, for an tmexplained reason, puts 
on a black veil one morning in his youth, and wears 
it until he is laid with it in his grave — a kind of 
symboHc prophecy of Dimmesdale; the eccentric 
Wakefield (whose original, if I remember rightly, 
is to be found in King's Anecdotes), who leaves 
his house one morning for no particular reason, 
and though living in the next street, does not re- 
veal his existence to his wife for twenty years; 
and the hero of the Wedding Knell the elderly 
bridegroom whose early love has jilted him, but 
agrees to marry him when she is an elderly widow 
and he an old bachelor, and who appals the mar- 
riage party by coming to the church in his shroud, 
with the bell tolling as for a ftmeral — all these 
bear the immistakable stamp of Hawthome*s 
mint, and each is a study of his favourite subject, 
the borderland between reason and insanity. In 
many of these stories appears the element of in- 
terest, to which Hawthorne clung the more closely 
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both from early associations and because it is the 
one tmdeniable poetical element in the American 
character. Shallow-minded people fancy Puri- 
tanism to be prosaic, because the laces and ruffles 
of the Cavaliers are a more picturesque costume 
at a masked ball than the dress of the Roundheads. 
The Puritan has become a grim and ugly scare- 
crow, on whom every buffoon may break his jest. 
But the genuine old Puritan spirit ceases to be 
picturesque only because of its sublimity: its 
poetry is sublimed into religion. The great poet 
of the Puritans fails, as far as he fails, when he 
tries to transcend the limits of mortal imagina- 
tion — 

The living throne, the sapphire blaze, 
Where angels tremble as they gaze, 
He saw: but blasted with excess of light. 
Closed his eyes in endless night. 

To represent the Puritan from within was not, 
indeed, a task suitable to Hawthorne's powers. 
Carlyle has done that for us with more congenial 
sentiment than cotdd have been well felt by the 
gentle romancer. Hawthorne fancies the grey 
shadow of a stem old forefather wondering at his 
degenerate son. * * A writer of story-books ! What 
kind of business in life, what mode of glorifying 
God, or being serviceable to mankind in his day 
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and generation, may tliat be? Why, the degen- 
erate fellow might as well have been a fiddler!" 
And yet the old strain remains, though strangely 
modified by time and circumstance. In Haw- 
thorne it would seem that the peddling element 
of the old Puritans had been reduced to its lowest 
point; the more spiritual element had been re- 
fined till it is probable enough that the ancestral 
shadow would have refused to recognise the con- 
nection. The old dogmatical framework to which 
he attached such vast importance had dropped 
out of his descendant's mind, and had been re- 
placed by dreamy speculation, obeying no laws 
save those imposed by its own sense of artistic 
propriety. But we may often recognise, even 
where we cannot express in words, the strange 
fajnily likeness which exists in characteristics 
which are superficially antagonistic. The man 
of action may be bound by subtilities to the 
speculative metaphysician ; and Hawthorne's 
mind, amidst the most obvious differences, had 
still an affinity to his remote forefathers. Their 
bugbears had become his playthings; but the 
witches, though they have no reality, have still 
a fascination for him. The interest which he 
feels in them, even in their now shadowy state, 
is a proof that he would have believed in them in 
good earnest a century and a half earlier. The 



264 



Hours in a Library 



imaginatioTi, working in a different intellectual 
atmosphere, is unable to project its images upon 
the external world ; but it still forms them in the 
old shape. His solitary musings necessarily em- 
ploy a modem dialect, but they often turn on the 
same topics which occurred to Jonathan Edwards 
in the woods of Connecticut, Instead of the old 
Puritan speculations about predestination and 
free-will, he dwells upon the transmission by 
natural laws of an hereditary curse, and upon 
the strange blending of good and evil, which may 
cause sin to be an awakening impulse in a human 
soul. The change which takes place in Donatello 
in consequence of his crime is a modem symbol of 
the fall of man and the eating the fruit of the 
knowledge of good and eviL As an artist he 
gives concrete images instead of abstract theories ; 
but his thoughts evidently delight to dwell in the 
same regions where the daring speculations of his 
theological ancestors took their ori^. Septim- 
ius, the rather disagreeable hero of his last ro- 
mance, is a peculiar example of a similar change. 
Brought up under the strict discipUne of New 
England, he has retained the love of musing upon 
insoluble mysteries, though he has abandoned 
the old dogmatic guide-posts. When such a man 
finds that the orthodox scheme of the universe 
provided by his official pastors has somehow 
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broken down with him, he forms some audacious 
theory of his own, and is perhaps plunged into 
an tinhallowed revolt against the divine order, 
Septimius, under such circumstances, develops 
into a kind of morbid and sullen Hawthorne. He 
considers — as other people have done — that death 
is a disagreeable fact, but refuses to admit that 
it is inevitable. The romance tends to show that 
such a state of mind is unhealthy and dangerous, 
and Septimius is contrasted unfavourably with 
the vigorous natures who preserve their moral 
balance by plunging into the stream of practical 
life. Yet Hawthorne necessarily sympathises 
with the abnormal being whom he creates. Sep- 
timius illustrates the dangers of the musing tem- 
perament, but the dangers are produced by a 
combination of an essentially selfish nature with 
the meditative tendency, Hawthorne, like his 
hero, sought refuge from the hard facts of common- 
place life by retiring into a visionary world. He 
delights in propounding much the same questions 
as those which tormented poor Septimius, though 
for obvious reasons, he did not try to compound 
an elixir of life by means of a recipe handed down 
from Indian ancestors. The strange mysteries 
in which the world and our nature are shrouded 
are always present to his imagination ; he catches 
dim glimpses of the laws which bring out strange 
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harmonies, but, on the whole, tend rather to 
deepen than to clear the mysteries. He loves the 
marvellous, not in the vulgar sense of the word, 
but as a symbol of perplexity which encounters 
every thoughtful man in his journey through life. 
SimiUar tenants at an earlier period might, with 
almost equal probability, have led him to the 
stake as a dabbler in forbidden sciences, or have 
caused him to be revered as one to whom a deep 
spiritual instinct had been granted. 

Meanwhile, as it was his calling to tell stories 
to readers of the English language in the nine- 
teenth century, his power is exercised in a different 
sphere. No modem writer has the same skill in 
so using the marvellous as to interest without un- 
duly exciting our incredulity. He makes, indeed, 
no positive demands on our credulity. The 
strange influences which are suggested rather 
than obtruded upon us are kept in the back- 
ground, so as not to invite, nor indeed to render 
possible, the application of scientific tests. We 
may compare him once more to Miss Bronte, who 
introduces, in Villette, a haunted garden. She 
shows us a ghost who is for a moment a very ter- 
rible spectre indeed, and then, very much to our 
annoyance, rationalises him into a flesh-and-blood 
lover. Hawthorne would neither have allowed 
the ghost to intrude so forcibly, nor have expelled 
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him so decisively. The garden in his hands would 
have been haimted by a shadowy terror of which 
we could render no precise account to ourselves. 
It would have refrained from actual contact with 
professors and governesses ; and as it would never 
have taken bodily form, it would never have 
been quite dispelled. His ghosts are confined to 
their proper sphere, the twilight of the mind, and 
never venture into the broad glare of daylight. 
We can see them so long as we do not gaze directly 
at them ; when we turn to examine them they are 
gone, and we are left in doubt whether they were 
realities or an ocular delusion generated in our 
fancy by some accidental collocation of half -seen 
objects. So in the House of the Seven Gables 
we may hold what opinion we please as to the 
reality of the curse which hangs over the Pjm- 
cheons and the strange connection between them 
and their hereditary antagonists; in the Scarlet 
Letter we may, if we like, hold that there was 
really more truth in the witch legends which 
colour the imaginations of the actors than we are 
apt to dream of in our philosophy ; and in Trans- 
formation we are left finally in doubt as to the 
great question of Donatello's ears, and the mys- 
terious influence which he retains over the animal 
world so long as he is unstained by bloodshed. 
In Septimius alone, it seems to me that the 
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supemattiral is left in rather too obtrusive a shape 
in spite of the final explanations ; though it might 
possibly have been toned down had the story re- 
ceived the last touches of the author. The arti- 
fice, if so it may be called, by which this is effected 
— and the romance is just sufficiently dipped in 
the shadow of the marvellous to be heightened 
without becommg offensive — sounds, like other 
things, tolerably easy when it is explained; and 
yet the difficulty is enormous, as may appear on 
reflection as well as from the extreme rarity of 
any satisfactory work in the same style by other 
artists. With the exception of a touch or two in 
Scott's stories, such as the impressive Bodach 
Glas, in Waverley, and the apparition in the 
exquisite Bride of Lammermoor^ it would be dif- 
ficult to discover any parallel. 

In fact Hawthorne was able to tread in that 
magic circle only by an exquisite refinement of 
taste, and by a delicate sense of humour, which 
is the best preservative against all extravagance. 
Both qualities combine in that tender delineation 
of character which is, after all, one of his greatest 
charms. His Puritan blood shows itself in sym- 
pathy, not with the stem side of the ancestral 
creed, but with the feebler characters upon whom 
it weighed as an oppressive terror. He resembles, 
in some degree, poor Clifford Pyncheon, whose 
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love of the beautiful makes him suffer under the 
stronger will of his relatives and the prim stiffness 
of their home. He exhibits the suffering of such 
a character all the more effectively because, with 
his kindly compassion there is mixed a delicate 
flavour of irony. The more tragic scenes affect 
us, perhaps J with less sense of power ; the playful, 
though melancholy, fancy seems to be less at 
home when the more powerful emotions are to 
be excited; and yet once, at leasts he draws one 
of those pictures which engrave themselves in- 
stantaneously on the memory. The grimmest 
or most passionate of writers could hardly have 
improved the scene where the body of the mag- 
nificent Zenobia is discovered m the river. Every 
touch goes straight to the mark. The narrator 
of the story, accompanied by the man whose 
coolness has caused the suicide, and the shrewd, 
unimaginative Yankee farmer, who interprets into 
coarse, downright language the suspicions which 
they fear to confess to themselves, are sounding 
the depths of the river by night in a leaky punt 
with a long pole. Silas Foster represents the 
brutal, commonplace comments of the outside 
world, which jar so terribly on the more sensitive 
and closely interested actors in the tragedy, 

Heigho! [he soliloquises, with offensive loudness], 
life and death together make sad work for us all. 
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Then I was a boy, bobbing for fish; and now I'm 
getting to be an old fellow, and here I be, groping for 
a dead body! I tell you what lads, if I thought any- 
thing had really happened to Zenobia, I should fc^l 
kind o' sorrowful. 

That is the discordant chorus of the grave- 
diggers in Hamlet. At length the body is found, 
and poor Zenobia is brought to the shore with 
her knees still bent in the attitude of prayer, and 
her hands clenched in immitigable defiance. 
Foster tries in vain to straighten the dead limbs. 
As the teller of the story gazes at her, the grimly 
ludicrous reflection occurs to him that if Zenobia 
had foreseen all " the ugly circumstances of death 
— ^how ill it wotdd become her, the altogether 
unseemly aspect which she must put on, and es- 
pecially old Silas Foster's efforts to improve the 
matter — she would no more have committed the 
dreadful act than have exhibited herself to a 
pubhc assembly in a badly-fitting garment/' 
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Balzac exacts more attention than most novel- 
readers are inclined to give ; he is often repulsive, 
and not unf requently dull ; but the student who 
has once submitted to his charm becomes spell- 
bound. Disgusted for a moment, he returns 
again and again to the strange, hideous, grotesque, 
but most interesting world to which Balzac alone 
can introduce him. Like the opium-eater, he 
acquires a taste for the visions that are conjured 
up before him with so vivid a colouring, that he 
almost believes in their objective existence. There 
are perhaps greater novelists than Bakac ; there 
are many who preach a purer morality ; and many 
who give a far greater impression of general in- 
tellectual force; but in this one quality of intense 
realisation of actors and scenery he is unique- 
Balzac, indeed, was apparently himself almost 
incapable of distinguishing his dreams from 
realities. Great wits, we know, are allied to mad- 
ness ; and the boundaries seem in his case to have 
been most shadowy and indistinct* Indeed, if 
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the anecdotes reported of him be accurate — some 
of them are doubtless rather overcharged — ^he 
must have lived almost in a state of permanent 
hallucination. This, for example, is a character- 
istic story. He inhabited for some years a house 
called les Jardies, in the neighbourhood of Paris. 
He had a difficulty in providing material furni- 
ture, owing to certain debts, which, as some 
sceptics insinuated, were themselves a vast mysti- 
fication. He habitually ascribed his poverty to 
a certain "deficit Kessner," a loss which reposed 
on some trifling foundation of facts, but which 
assumed monstrous proportions in his imagina- 
tion, and recurred perpetually as the supposed 
cause of his poverty. In sober reality, however, 
he was poor, and found compensation in creating 
a vast credit, as imaginary as his liabilities. Upon 
that bank he could draw without stint. He 
therefore inscribed in one place upon the bare 
walls of his house, ** Ici un revStement de marbre 
de Paros ;'* in another, ** Ici un plafond peint par 
Eugene Delacroix;" in a third, "Ici des portes, 
fagon Trianon;'* and, in short, revelled in gor- 
geous decorations made of the same materials as 
the dishes of the Barmecides' feast. A minor 
source of wealth was the single walnut-tree which 
really grew in his gardens, and which increased 
his dream-revenue by 60/. a year. This extra- 
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ordinary result was due, not to any merit in the 
nuts, but to an ancient and imaginary custom of 
the village which compelled the inhabitants to 
deposit round its foot a material defined by Victor 
Hugo as **du guano moins les oiseaux/' The 
most singular story, however, and which we pre- 
sume is to be received with a certain reserve, tells 
how he roused two of his intimate friends at two 
o'clock one morning, and urged them to start for 
India without an hour's delay: The cause of 
this journey was that a certain German historian 
had presented Balzac with a seal valued by the 
thoughtless at the sum of six sous. The ring, 
however, had a singular history in Balzac's 
dreamland. It was impressed with the seal of 
the Prophet, and had been stolen by the English 
from the Great Mogul. Balzac had or had not 
been informed by the Turkish ambassador that 
that potentate would repurchase it with tons of 
gold and diamonds, and was benevolent enough 
to propose that his friend should share in the 
stores which would exceed the dreams of Aladdin, 
How far these and other such fancies were a 
merely humorous protest against the harsh 
realities of life, may be a matter of speculation ; 
but it is less doubtful that the fictitious person- 
ages with whom Balzac suirounded himself lived 
and moved in his imagination as distinctly as the 
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flesh-and-blood realities who were treading the 
pavement of Paris. He did not so much invent 
characters and situations as watch his imaginary 
worid, and compile the memories of its celebrities. 
All English readers are acquainted with the little 
circle of clergymen and wives who inhabit the 
town of Barchester. Balzac has carried out the 
same device on a gigantic scale. He has peopled 
not a country town but a metropolis. There is a 
whole society, with the members of which we 
are intimate, whose family secrets are revealed to 
us, and who drop in, as it were, in every novel of a 
long series, as if they were old friends. When, 
for example, young Victumien d'Esgrignon comes 
to Paris he makes acquaintance, we are told, with 
De Marsay, Maxime de Trailles, Les Lupeaulx, 
Rastignac, Vandenesse, Ajuda-Pinto, the Duch- 
esses de Grandlieu, de Carigliano, de Chaulieu, the 
Marquises d'Espard, d'Aiglemont, and De Listo- 
m^re, Madame Firmiani, the Comtesse de S6rizy, 
and various other heads of the fashionable worid. 
Every one of these special characters has a special 
history. He or she appears as the hero or heroine 
of one story, and plays subsidiary parts in a score of 
others. They recall to us innumerable scandalous 
episodes, with which anybody who lives in the 
imaginary society of Balzac's Paris feels it a duty 
to be as familiar as a back-stairs politician with the 
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gossip of the House of Commons, The list just 
given is a mere fragment of the great circle to 
which Balzac introduces us. The history of their 
performances is intimately connected with the 
history of the time ; nay, it is sometimes essential 
to a full comprehension of recent events. Bishop 
Proudie, we fear^ would scarcely venture to take 
an active part in the Roman Catholic emancipa- 
tion ; he would be dissolved into thin air by contact 
with more substantial forms; but if you would 
appreciate the intrigues which were going on at 
Paris during the campaign of Marengo, you must 
study the conversations which took place between 
Talleyrand, FouchI, Siey&s, Camot, and Malin, 
and their relations to that prince of poUcemen, the 
well-known Corentin, De Marsay, we are told, 
with audacious precision of time and place, was 
President of the Council in 1833, There is no 
tendency on the part of these spectres to shrink 
from the light. They rub shoulders with the most 
celebrated statesmen^ and mingle in every event 
of the time. One is driven to believe that Balzac 
really fancied the banker Nucingen to be as 
tangible as a Rothschild, and was convinced that 
the conversations of Louis XVIII. with Vanden- 
esse were historic facts. His sister tells us that 
he discussed the behaviour of his own crea- 
tions with the utmost gravity, and was intensely 
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interested in discovering their fate, and getting the 
earliest information as to the alliances which they 
were about to form. It is a curious question, 
upon which I cannot profess to speak positively, 
whether this voltmiinous story ever comes into 
hopeless conflict with dates. I have some sus- 
picions that the brilliant journalist, Blondet, was 
married and unmarried at the same period; but, 
considering his very loose mode of life, the suspi- 
cion, if true, is susceptible of explanation. Such 
study as I have made has not revealed any case of 
inconsistency ; and Balzac evidently has the whole 
secret (for it seems harsh to call it fictitious) 
history of the time so completely at his fingers' 
ends, that the effect upon the reader is to produce 
an unhesitating confidence. If a blunder occurs 
one would rather believe in a slip of the pen, such 
as happens to real historians, not in the substan- 
tial inaccuracy of the narrative. Sir A. Alison, it 
may be remembered, brings Sir Peregrine Pickle 
to the Duke of Wellington's funeral, which must 
have occurred after Sir Peregrine's death; and 
Balzac's imaginary narrative may not be perfectly 
free from anachronism. But, if so, I have not 
found him out. Everybody must sympathise with 
the English lady who is said to have written to 
Paris for the address of that most imposing 
physician, Horace Bianchion. 
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The startling realisation may be due in part to a 
mere literary trick. We meet with artifices like 
those by which De Foe cheats us into forgetfulness 
of his true character. One of the best known is the 
insertion of superfluous bits of information, by 
way of entrapping his readers into the inference 
that they could only have been given because they 
were true. The snare is more worthy of a writer 
of begging-letters than of a genuine artist. Balzac 
occasionally indulges in somewhat similar devices ; 
little indirect allusions to his old characters are 
thrown in with a calculated nonchalance ; we have 
bits of antiquarian information as to the history 
of buildings; superfluous accoimts of the coats- 
of-anns of the principal families concemedj and 
anecdotes as to their ancestry; and^ after he has 
given us a name, he sometimes takes care to 
explain that the pronunciation is different from 
the spelling. As a rule, however, these irrele- 
vant minutiae seem to be thrown in, not by way of 
tricking us, but because he has so genuine an in- 
terest in his own personages. He is as anxious 
to set De Marsay or the P^e Goriot distinctly 
before us, as Carlyle to make us acquainted with 
Frederick or CromwelL Our most vivid painter 
of historical portraits is not more charmed to dis- 
cover a characteristic incident in the life of his 
heroes, or to describe the pimples on his face, or 




278 Hours in a Library 

the specks of blood on his collar, than Balzac to do 
the same duty for the creations of his fancy. De 
Foe may be compared to those favourites of 
showmen who cheat you into mistaking a flat-wall 
painting for a bas-relief. Balzac is one of the 
patient Dutch artists who exhaust inconceivable 
skill and patience in painting every hair on the 
head and every wrinkle on the face till their work 
has a photographic accuracy. The result, it must 
be confessed, is sometimes rather trying to the 
patience. Balzac's artistic instinct, indeed, ren- 
ders every separate touch more or less conducive 
to the general effect ; but he takes an unconscion- 
able time in preparing his ground. Instead of 
launching boldly into his story, and leaving his 
characters to speak for themselves, he begins, as it 
were, by taking his automatons carefully to pieces, 
and pointing out all their wires and springs. He 
leaves nothing unaccounted for. He explains the 
character of each actor as he comes upon the stage ; 
and, not content with making general remarks, 
he plunges with extraordinary relish into the 
minutest personal details. In particular, we 
know just how much money everybody has got, 
and how he has got it. Balzac absolutely revels 
in elaborate financial statements. And constantly, 
just as we hope that the action is about to begin, 
he catches us, as it were, by the button-hole, and 
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begs us to wait a minute to listen to a few more 
preparatory remarks. In one or two of the stories , 
as, for example, in the Maison Nucingen^ the in- 
troduction seems to fill the whole book. After 
expecting some catastrophe, we gradually be- 
come aware that Balzac has thought it necessary 
to give us a conscientious explanation of some 
very dull commercial intrigues, in order to fill up 
gaps in other stories of the cycle. Some one 
might possibly ask, what was the precise origin of 
this great failure of which we hear so much, and 
Balzac resolves that he shall have as complete an 
answer as though he were an accountant drawing 
up a balance-sheet. It is said, I know not on 
what authority, that his story of C^sar Biroi- 
ieau has, in fact, been quoted in French courts as 
illustrating the law of bankruptcy ; and the details 
given are so ample, and, to English readers at 
least, so wearisome, that it really reads more like a 
legal statement of a case than a novel . As another 
example of this elaborate workmanship I may 
quote the remarkable story of Les Paysans, It 
is intended to illustrate the character of the 
French peasant, his profound avarice and cun- 
ning, and his bitter jealousy, which forms a whole 
district into a tacit conspiracy against the richi 
held together by closer bonds than those of a 
Fenian lodge. Balzac resolves that we shall have 
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the whole scene and all the actors distinctly be- 
fore us. We have a description of a country- 
house, more poetical, but far more detailed, than 
one in an auctioneer's circular; then we have a 
photograph of the neighbouring cabaret; then a 
minute description of its inhabitants, and a de- 
tailed statement of their ways and means. The 
story here makes a feeble start; but Balzac re- 
collects that we don't quite know the origin of 
the quarrel on which it depends, and, therefore, 
elaborately describes the former proprietor, points 
out precisely how she was cheated by her bailiff, 
and precisely to what amount, and throws in 
descriptions of two or three supplementary per- 
sons. We now make another start in the history 
of the quarrel; but this immediately throws us 
back into a minute description of the old bailiff's 
family circumstances, of the characters of several 
of his connections, and of the insidious villain who 
succeeds him. Then we have a careful financial 
statement of the second proprietor's losses, and 
the commercial system which favours them ; this 
leads to some antiquarian details concerning the 
bailiff's house, and to detailed portraits of each of 
the four guards who are set to watch over the 
property. Then Balzac remarks that we cannot 
possibly understand the quarrel without under- 
standing fully the complicated family relations. 
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owing to which the oflBcials of the department form 
what in America would be called a "ring," By 
this time we are half way through the volume, 
and the promised story is still in its infancy. Even 
Balzac makes an apology for his longueurs, and 
tries to set to work in greater earnest. He is so 
much interrupted, however, by the necessity of 
elaborately introducing every new actor, and all 
his or her relations # and the houses in which they 
live^ and their commercial and social position, that 
the essence of the story has at last to be compressed 
into half-a-dozen pages. In short, the novel re- 
solves itself into a series of sketches ; and reading it 
is Uke turning over a set of photographs, with 
letterpress descriptions at intervals. Or we may 
compare it to one of those novels of real life, so 
strange to the English mind, in which a French 
indictment sums up the whole previous history of 
the persons accused, accumulates every possible 
bit of information which may or may not throw 
light upon the facts, and diverges from the point, 
as English lawyers would imagine, into the most 
irrelevant considerations. 

Balzac, it is plain, differs widely from our Eng- 
lish authors, w^ho generally slightly despise their 
own art, and think that, in providing amusement 
for our idle hours, they are rather derogating from 
their dignity. Instead of claiming our attention as 
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a right, they try to entice us into interest by every 
possible artifice: they give us exciting glimpses 
of horrors to come; they are restlessly anxious 
to get their stories well under way. Balzac is far 
more confident in his position. He never doubts 
that we shall be willing to study his works with the 
seriousness due to a scientific treatise. And oc- 
casionally, when he is seized by a sudden and most 
deplorable fit of morality, he becomes as dull as a 
sermon. The gravity with which he sets before us 
all the benevolent schemes of the m^decin de 
campagne, and describes the whole charitable 
machinery of the district, makes his performance 
as dismal as a gigantic religious tract. But when, 
in his happier and wickeder moods, he turns this 
amazing capacity of graphic description to its true 
account, the power of his method makes itself 
manifest. Every bit of elaborate geographical 
and financial information has its meaning, and 
tells with accumulated force on the final result. I 
may instance, for example, the descriptions of 
Paris, which form the indispensable background 
to the majority of his stories, and contribute in no 
inconsiderable share to their tragic effect. Balzac 
had to deal with the Paris of the Restoration, full 
of strange tortuous streets and picturesque cor- 
ners, of swinging lanterns and defective drainage; 
the Paris which inevitably suggested barricades 
and street massacres, and was impregnated to the 



i 



Balzac s Novels 



285 



core with old historical associations. It had not yet 
lowered itself to the comprehension of New York- 
ers, and still offered such scenery as Gustave Dor 6 
has caught in his wonderful illustrations of the 
Contes Drolatiques. Its mysterious and not over- 
cleanly charm lives in the pages of Balzac, and 
harmonises with the strange society which he has 
created to people its streets. Thus, in one of his 
most audacious stories, where the horribly gro- 
tesque trembles on the verge of the ridiculous, he 
strikes the keynote by an elegant apostrophe to 
Paris, There are, he tells us, a few connoisseurs 
who enjoy the Parisian flavour like the bouquet of 
some deUcate wine. To all Paris is a marvel ; to 
them it is a living creature; every man, every 
fragment of a house, is '* part of the cellular tissue 
of this great courtesan, whose head, heart, and 
fantastic manners are thoroughly known to them," 
They are lovers of Paris; to them it is a costly 
luxury to travel in Paris, They are incessantly 
arrested before the dramas, the disasters, the 
picturesque accidents, which assail one in the midst 
of this moving queen of cities. They start in the 
morning to go to its extremities, and find them- 
selves still imable to leave its centre at dinner- 
time. It is a marvellous spectacle at all times; 
but, he exclaims : 



Paris 1 qui n'a pas adniir^ tes sombres paysages. 
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tes ^chapp^es de lumi^re, tes culs-de-sac profonds et 
silencieux; qui n'a pas entendu tes murmures entre 
minuit et deux heures du matin, ne connait encore rien 
de ta vraie po^sie, ni de tes bizarres et larges contrastes. 

In the scenes which follow, we are introduced to 
a lover watching the beautiful and virtuous object 
of his adoration as she descends an infamous street 
late in the evening, and enters one of the houses 
through a damp, moist, and fetid passage, feebly 
lighted by a trembling lamp, beneath which are 
seen the hideous face and skinny fingers of an old 
woman, as fitly placed as the witches in the blasted 
heath in Macbeth. In this case, however, Balzac 
is in one of his wildest moods, and the hideous 
mysteries of a hugtt capital become the pretext 
for a piece of rather ludicrous melodrama. Paris 
is full enough of tragedies without the preposter- 
ous beggar Ferragus, who appears at balls as a 
distinguished diplomat, and manages to place on 
a young gentleman's head of hair a slow poison 
(invented for the purpose), which brings him to 
an early grave. More impressive, because less 
extravagant, is that Maison Vauquer, every hole 
and comer of which is familiar to the real student 
of Balzac. It is situated, as everybody should 
know, in the Rue Neuve St.-Genevi^ve, just where 
it descends so steeply towards the Rue de T Arba- 
l^te that horses have some trouble in climbing it. 




Balzac's Novels 



We know its squalid escterior, its creaking bell, the 
wall painted to represent an arcade in green mar- 
ble, the crumbling statue of Cupid, with half ef- 
faced inscription^ — 

Qui que tu sois, voici ton maitre, — 
II I'est, le fut, ou le doit ^tre. 

We have visited the wretched garden with its 
scanty pot-herbs and scarecrow beds, and the green 
benches in the miserable arbour, where the lodgers 
who are rich enough to enjoy such a luxury in- 
dtilge in a cup of coffee after dinner. The salon, 
with its greasy and worn-out furniture^ every bit 
of which is catalogued, is as familiar as our own 
studies. We know the exact geography even of 
the larder and the cistern. We catch the odour 
of the damp, close office, where Madame Vauquer 
lurks like a human spider. She is the animating 
genius of the place, and we know the exact out- 
line of her figure, and every article of her dress. 
The minuteness of her portrait brings out the 
horrors of the terrible process by which poor 
Goriot gradually sinks from one step to another 
of the social ladder^ and simultaneously ascends 
from the first floor to the garrets. We can track 
his steps and trace his agony. Each station 
of that melancholy pilgrimage is painted, down 
to the minutest details, with unflinching fidelity. 
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Paris, says Balzac, is an ocean ; however pain* 
fully you explore it and sound its depths, there are 
still virgin comers, unknown caves, with their 
flowers, pearls, and monsters, forgotten by literary 
divers. The Maison Vauquer is one of these 
singular monstrosities. No one, at any rate, can 
complain that Balzac has not done his best to 
describe and analyse the character of the unknown 
social species which it contains. It absorbs our 
interest by the contrast of its vulgar and intensely 
commonplace exterior with the terrible passions 
and sufferings of which it is the appropriate scene. 

The horrors of a great metropolis, indeed, give 
ample room for tragedy. Old Sandy Mackaye 
takes Alton Locke to the entrance of a London 
alley, and tells the sentimental tailor to write 
poetry about that. 

Say how ye saw the mouth o' hell, and the twa 
pillars thereof at the entry, the pawnbroker's shop on 
the one side and the gin-palace at the other — ^two 
monstrous deevils, eating up men, women, and 
bairns, body and soul. Look at the jaws o' the 
monsters, how they open and open to swallow in 
anither victim and anither. Write about that! 

The poor tailor complains that it is unpoetical, 
and Mackaye replies : 

Hah! is there no the heaven above them here and 
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the hell beneath them? and God frowning and the 
deevil grinning? No poetry there! Is no the verra 
idee of the classic tragedy defined to be — ^man con- 
quered by circumstances ? Canna ye see it here ? 

But the quotation must stop, for Mackaye goes 
on to a moral not quite according to Balzac. 
Balzac, indeed, was anything but a Christian 
socialist, or a Radical reformer; we don't often 
catch sight in his pages of God frowning or the 
devil grinning ; his world seems to be pretty well 
forgotten by the one, and its inhabitants to be 
quite able to dispense with the services of the 
other, Paris, he tells us in his most outrageous 
story, is a hell, which one day may have its Dante, 
The prol^taire lives in its lowest circle, and seldom 
comes into Balzac's pages except as representing 
the half -seen horrors of the gulf reserved for that 
corrupt and brilliant society whose vices he loves 
to describe, A summary of his creed is given by 
a queer contrast to Mackaye, the accomplished 
and able De Marsay. People speak, he says, of 
the immorality of certain books ; here is a horrible, 
foul, and corrvipt book, always open and never to 
be shut ; the great book of the world ; and beyond 
that Is another book a thousand times more 
dangerous, which consists of all that is whispered 
by one man to another, or discussed under ladies* 
fans at balls, Balzac^ s pages are flavoured, rather 
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to excess, with this diabolical spice, composed of 
dark allusions to, or audacious revelations of, 
these hideous mysteries. If he is wanting in the 
moral elevation necessary for a Dante, he has 
some of the sinister power which makes him a fit 
guide to the horrors of our modem Inferno. 

Before accepting Balzac's guidance into these 
mysterious regions I must touch upon another 
peculiarity. Balzac's genius for skilfully com- 
bined photographic detail explains his strange 
power of mystification. A word is wanting to 
express that faint acquiescence or mimic belief 
which we generally grant to a novelist. Dr. New- 
man has constructed a scale of assent according 
to its varying degrees of intensity; and we ndght, 
perhaps, assume that to each degree there cor- 
responds a mock assent accorded to different 
kinds of fiction. If Scott, for example, requires 
from his readers a shadow of that kind of belief 
which we grant to an ordinary historian, Balzac 
requires a shadow of the belief which Dr. Pusey 
gives to the Bible. This still remains distinctly 
below any genuine assent; for Balzac never 
wishes us really to forget, though he occasionally 
forgets himself, that his most lifelike characters 
are imaginary. But in certain subordinate topics 
he seems to make a higher demand on our faith. 
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He is full of more or less fanciful heresies, and 
labours hard to convince us either that they are 
true or that he seriously holds them. This is what 
I mean by mystification, and one fears to draw a 
Hne as to which he was probably far from clear 
himself. Thus, for example, he is a devout be- 
liever in physiognomy, and not only in its obvi- 
ous sense; he erects it into an occult science. 
Lavater and Gall, he says, '* prove incontestably'* 
that ominous signs exist in our heads. Take, for 
example, the chasseur Michu, his white face in- 
jected with blood and compressed like a Cal- 
muck's; his ruddy, crisp hair; his beard cut in 
the shape of a fan ; the noble forehead which sur- 
moimts and overhangs his sunburnt, sarcastic 
features ; his ears well detached, and possessing a 
sort of mobility, like those of a wild animal ; his 
mouth half open, and revealing a set of fine but 
uneven teeth ; his thick and glossy whiskers ; his 
hair, close in front, long on the sides and behind, 
with its wild, ruddy hue throwing into relief the 
strange and fatal character of the physiognomy; 
his short thick neck, designed to tempt the hatchet 
of the guillotine: these details, so accurately 
photographed, not only prove that M. Michu was 
a resolute, faithful servant, capable of the pro- 
foundest secrecy and the most disinterested at- 
tachment, but, for the really skilful reader of 
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mystic symbols, foretell his ultimate fate — 
namely, that he will be the victim of a false accu- 
sation. Balzac, however, ventures into still more 
whimsical extremes. He accepts, in all apparent 
seriousness, the theory of his favourite, Mr. 
Shandy, that a man's name influences his charac- 
ter. Thus, for example, a man called Minoret- 
Levrault must necessarily be **tm 616phant sans 
trompe et sans intelligence," and the occult mean- 
ing of Z. Marcas requires a long and elaborate com- 
mentary. Repeat the word Marcas, dwelling on 
the first syllable and dropping abruptly on the 
second, and you will see that the man who bears 
it must be a martyr. The zigzag of the initial 
implies a life of torment. What ill wind, he asks, 
has blown upon this letter, which in no language 
(Balzac's acquaintance with German was prob- 
ably limited) commands more than fifty words? 
The name is composed of seven letters, and seven 
is most characteristic of cabalistic numbers. If 
M. Gozlan's narrative be authentic, Balzac was 
right to value this name highly, for he had spent 
many hours in seeking for it by a systematic 
perambulation of the streets of Paris. He was 
rather vexed at the discovery that the Marcas of 
real life was a tailor. **He deserved a better 
fate!" said Balzac pathetically; **but it shall be 
my business to immortalise him." 
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Balzac returns to this subject so often and so 
emphatically that one half believes him to be the 
victim of his own mystification. Perhaps he was 
the one genuine disciple of Mr. Shandy and Slaw- 
kenbergins, and believed sincerely in the occult 
influence of names and noses. In more serious 
matters it is impossible to distinguish the point 
at which his feigned belief passes into real super- 
stition; he stimulates conviction so elaborately, 
that his sober opinions shade off imperceptibly 
into his fanciful dreamings. For a time he was 
attracted by mesmerism, and in the story of 
Ursule Mirouet he labours elaborately to infect 
his readers with a belief in what he calls "mag- 
netism, the favourite science of Jesus, and one of 
the powers transmitted to the apostles/' He 
assumes his gravest airs in adducing the cases of 
Cardan, Swedenborg, and a certain Duke of Mont- 
morency, as though he were a genuine historical 
inquirer. He almost adopts the tone of a pious 
missionary in describing how his atheist doctor 
was led by the revelations of a clairvoyanie to 
study Pascal's Pens^es and Bossuet's sublime 
Histoire des Variations, though what those works 
have to do with mesmerism is rather diflficult to 
see. He relates the mysterious visions caused by 
the converted doctor after his death, not less 
minutely, though more artistically^ than De Foe 
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described the terrible apparition of Mrs. Veal, and, 
it must be confessed, his story illustrates with 
almost equal force the doctrine, too often forgotten 
by spiritualists, that ghosts should not make them- 
selves too conmion. When once they begin to mix 
in general society, they become intolerably prosaic. 
The ostentatious belief which is paraded in this 
instance is turned to more artistic account in the 
wonderful story of the Peau de Chagrin. Balzac 
there tries as conscientiously as ever to surmount 
the natural revolt of our minds against the intro- 
duction of the supernatural into life. The peau 
de chagrin is the modem substitute for the old- 
fashioned parchment on which contracts were 
signed with the devil. M. Valentin, its possessor, 
is a Faust of the boulevards ; but our prejudices are 
softened by the circumstance that the peau de 
chagrin has a false air of scientific authenticity. 
It is discovered by a gentleman who spends a spare 
half-hour before committing suicide in an old 
curiosity shop, which occupies a sort of middle 
standing-ground between a wizard's laboratory 
and the ordinary Wardour Street shop. There is 
no question of signing with one's blood, but simply 
of accepting a curious substance with the property 
— ^rather a startling one, it is true — ^that its area 
diminishes in proportion to the amount of wishes 
gratified, and vanishes with the death of the 
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possessor. The steady flesh-and-blood men of 
science treat it just as we feel certain that they 
would do. After smashing a hydraulic press in 
the attempt to compress it, and exhausting the 
power of chemical agents, they agree to make 
a j oke of it . It is not so much more wonderful than 
some of those modem miracles, which leave us to 
hesitate between the two incredible alternatives 
that men of science are fallible, or that mankind in 
general, like Sir Walter Scott's grandmother, are 
*'awfu' leears/' Every effort is made to reduce 
the strain upon our credulity to that moderate 
degree of intensity which may fairly be required 
from the reader of a wild fiction. When the first 
characteristic wish of the proprietor — -namely, that 
he may be indulged in a frantic orgie — has been 
gratified without any apparent intervention of the 
supernatural, we are left just in that proper 
equilibrium between scepticism and credulity 
which is the right mental attitude in presence of 
a marvellous story. Balzac, it is true, seems 
rather to flag in continuing his narrative. The 
symbolical meaning begins to part company with 
the facts. Stories of this kind require the con- 
genial atmosphere of an ideal world, and the effort 
of interpreting such a poetical legend into terms 
of ordinary life is perhaps too great for the pow- 
ers of any literary artist* At any rate M. Valentin 
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drops after a time from the level of Faust to 
become the hero of a rather commonplace Parisian 
story. The opening scenes, however, are an 
admirable specimen of the skill by which our 
irrepressible scepticism may be hindered from 
intruding into a sphere where it is out of place; 
or rather — for one can hardly speak of belief in 
such a connection — of the skill by which the 
discord between the surroundings of the nine- 
teenth century and a story of grotesque super- 
naturalism can be converted into a pleasant 
harmony. A similar effect is produced in one of 
Balzac's finest stories, the Recherche de VAhsolu. 
Every accessory is provided to induce us, so long 
as we are under the spell, to regard the discovery 
of the philosopher's stone as a reasonable applica- 
tion of human energy. We are never quite clear 
whether Balthazar Claes is a madman or a com- 
manding genius. We are kept trembling on the 
verge of a revelation till we become interested in 
spite of our more sober sense. A single diamond 
turns up in a crucible which was tmluckily pro- 
duced in the absence of the philosopher, so that 
he cannot tell what are the necessary conditions 
of repeating the process. He is supposed to dis- 
cover the secret just as he is struck by a para- 
lysis, which renders him incapable of revealing 
it, and dies whilst making desperate efforts to 
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communicate the crowning success to his family, 
Balzac throws himself into the situation with 
such energy that we are irresistibly carried away 
by his enthusiasm. The impossibility ceases to 
annoy us, and merely serves to give additional 
dignity to the story. 

One other variety of mystification may in-- 
troduce us to some of Balzac* s most powerful 
stories. He indulges more frequently than could 
be wished in downright melodrama, or what is 
generally called sensational writing. In the very 
brilliant sketch of Nathan in Une Fille d'Eve, he 
remarks that '' the mission of genius is to search, 
through the accidents of the true, for that which 
must appear probable to all the world." The 
common saying, that truth is stranger than 
fiction, should properly be expressed as an axiom 
that fiction ought not to be so strange as truth, 
A marvellous event is interesting in real Ufe, 
simply because we know that it happened. In 
a fiction we know that it did not happen; and 
therefore it is interesting only as far as it is ex- 
plained. Anybody can invent a giant or a genius 
by the simple process of altering figures or piling 
up superlatives. The artist has to make the 
existence of the giant or the genius conceiv- 
able. Balzac, however, often enough forgets this 
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principle, and treats us to purely preposterous 
incidents, which are either grotesque or simply 
childish. The history of the marvellous Thirteen, 
for example, that mysterious band which includes 
statesmen, beggars, men of fortune, and journ- 
alists, and goes about committing the most in- 
conceivable crimes without the possibility of 
discovery, becomes simply ludicrous. Balzac, as 
usual, labours to reconcile our minds to the absurd- 
ity ; but the effort is beyond his powers. The amaz- 
ing disease which he invents for the benefit of the 
villains in the Cousine Bette can only be accepted 
as a broad joke. At times, as in the story of the 
Grande BretSche, where the lover is bricked up by 
the husband in the presence of the wife, he re- 
minds us of Edgar Poe's worst extravagances. 
There is, indeed, this much to be said for Balzac 
in comparison with the more recent school, who 
have turned to account all the most refined 
methods of breaking the ten commandments and 
the criminal code ; the fault of the so-called sensa- 
tion writer is, not that he deals in murder, bigamy, 
or adultery — every great writer likes to use power- 
ful situations — ^but that he relies upon our interest 
in startling crimes to distract our attention from 
feebly-drawn characters and conventional de- 
tails. Balzac does not often fall into that weak- 
ness. If his criminals are frequentlv of the most 
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outrageous kind, and indulge even in practices 
unmentionable, the crime is intended at least to 
be of secondary interest. He tries to fix our 
attention on the passions by which they are 
caused, and to attract us chiefly by the legitimate 
method of analysing human nature — even, it 
must be confessed, in some of its most abnormal 
manifestations. Macbeth is not interesting be- 
cause he commits half-a-dozen murders; but 
the murders are interesting because they are 
committed by Macbeth. We may generally say 
as much for Balzac's villains; and it is the only 
justification for a free use of blood and brutality. 
In applying these remarks, we come to the real 
secret of Balzac's power » which will demand a 
fuller consideration. 

It is common to say of all great novelists, and of 
Balzac in particular, that they display a wonder- 
ful ** knowledge of the human heart. '' The chief 
objection to the phrase is that such knowledge does 
not exist. Nobody has as yet found his way 
through the complexities of that intricate machine^ 
and described the springs and balances by which 
its movement is originated and controlled. Men 
of vivid imagination are in some respects less 
competent for such a work than their neighbours. 
They have not the cool, hard, and steady hand 
required for psychological dissection » Balzac 
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gave a queer specimen of his own incapacity in an 
attempt to investigate the true history of a real 
murder, celebrated in its day, and supposed by 
everybody but Balzac to have been committed by 
one Peytel, who was put to death in spite of his 
pleading. His skill in devising motives for 
imaginary atrocities was a positive disqualification 
for dealing with facts and legal evidence. The 
greatest poet or novelist describes only one person, 
and that is himself; and he differs from his in- 
feriors, not necessarily in having a more systematic 
knowledge, but in having wider sympathies, and, 
so to speak, possessing a great number of charac- 
ters. Cervantes was at once Don Quixote and 
Sancho Panza ; Shakespeare was Hamlet and 
Mercutio and Othello and Falstaff ; Scott was at 
once Dandie Dinmont and the Antiquary and the 
Master of Ravenswood ; and Balzac embodies his 
different phases of feeling in Eug6nie Grandet and 
Vautrin and the P6re Goriot. The assertion that 
he knew the htiman heart must be interpreted to 
mean that he could sympathise with, and give ex- 
pression to, a wide range of human passions; as 
his supposed knowledge of the world implies 
merely that he was deeply impressed by certain 
phenomena of the social medium in which he was 
placed. Nobody, I should be inclined to think, 
would have given a more unsound judgment than 
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Bakac as to the characters of the men whom he 
met, or formed a less trustworthy estimate of the 
real condition of society. He was totally in- 
capable of stripping the bare facts given by obser- 
vation of the colouring which they received from 
his own idiosjmcrasy. But nobody, within cer- 
tain points, could express more vividly in out- 
ward symbols the effect produced upon keen 
sympathies and a powerful imagination by the 
aspect of the world around him. 

The characteristic peculiarities of Balzac's 
novels may be described as the intensity with 
which he expresses certain motives, and the vigour 
with which he portrays the real or imaginary cor- 
ruption of society. Upon one particular situa- 
tion, or class of situations, favourable to this 
peculiar power, he is never tired of dwelling. 
He repeats himself indeed, in a certain sense, as a 
man must necessarily repeat himself who writes 
eighty-five stories, besides doing other work, in 
less than twenty years. In this voluminous out- 
pouring of matter the machinery is varied with 
wonderful fertility of invention, but one sentiment 
recurs very frequently. The great majority of 
Balzac's novels, including all the most powerful 
examples, may thus be described as variations on 
a single theme. Each of them is in fact the record 
of a martyrdom. There is always a virtuous hero 
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or heroine who is tortured, and most frequently, 
tortured to death, by a combination of selfish 
intrigues. The commonest case is, of course, 
that which has become the staple plot of French 
novelists, where the interesting yoimg woman is 
sacrificed to the brutality of a dull husband: 
that, for example, is the story of the Femme de 
Trentre Ans, of Le Lys dans la ValUe, and of sev- 
eral minor performances ; then we have the 
daughter sacrificed to the avaricious father, as in 
Eug&nie Grandet; the woman sacrificed to the 
imperious lover in the Duchesse de Langeais; 
the inmioral beauty sacrificed to the ambition of 
her lover in the Splendeurs et Misses des Cour- 
tisanes; the mother sacrificed to the dissolute son 
in the M&nage de Gargon; the woman of political 
ambition sacrificed to the contemptible intriguers 
opposed to her in Les Employes; and, indeed, in one 
way or other, as subordinate character or as 
heroine, this figure of a graceful feminine victim 
comes into neariy every novel. Virtuous heroes 
fare little better. Poor Colonel Chabert is dis- 
owned and driven to beggary by the wife who 
has committed bigamy ; the luckless cur6, Birot- 
teau, is cheated out of his prospects and doomed to 
a broken heart by the successful villainy of a rival 
priest and his accomplices ; the Comte de Maner- 
ville is ruined and transported by his wife and his 
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detestable mother-m-law ; P^re Goriot is left to 
starvation by his daughters ; the Marquis d'Espard 
is all but condemned as a lunatic by the manoeu- 
vres of his wife ; the faithful servant Michu comes 
to the guillotine; the devoted notary Chesnel is 
beggared in the effort to save his scapegrace of a 
master; Michaud, another devoted adherent, is 
murdered with perfect success by the brutal 
peasantry, and his wife dies of the news; Bal- 
thazar Claes is the victim of his devotion to 
science ; and Z. Marcas dies unknown and in the 
depths of misery as a reward for trying to be a 
second Colbert. The old-fashioned canons of 
poetical justice are inverted ; and the villains are 
dismissed to live very happily ever afterwards, 
whilst the virtuous are slain outright or sentenced 
to a death by slow torture* Thackeray, in one or 
two of his minor stories, has touched the same 
note. The history of Mr, Deuceace, and espe- 
cially its catastrophe, is much in Balzac's style; 
but, as a rule, our English novelists shrink from 
anything so unpleasant. 

Perhaps the most striking example of this 
method is the Pkre Goriot The general situation 
may be described in two words, by saying that 
Goriot is the modem King Lear. Mesdames de 
Restaud and de Nucingen are the representatives 
of Regan and Goneril; but the Parisian Lear is 
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not allowed the consolation of a Cordelia ; the cup 
of misery is measured out to him drop by drop, 
and the bitterness of each dose is analysed 
with chemical accuracy. We watch the poor old 
broken-down merchant, who has impoverished 
himself to provide his daughters' dowries, and has 
gradually stripped himself, first of comfort, and 
then of the necessaries of life to satisfy the de- 
mands of their folly and luxury, as we might watch 
a man clinging to the edge of a cliflE and gradually 
dropping lower and lower, catching feebly at 
every point of support till his strength is ex- 
hausted, and the inevitable catastrophe follows. 
The daughters, allowed to retain some fragments 
of good feeling and not quite irredeemably hate- 
ful, are gradually yielding to the demoralising in- 
fluence of a heartless vanity. They yield it is true, 
pretty completely at last; but their wickedness 
seems to reveal the influence of a vague but om- 
nipotent power of evil in the background. There 
is not a more characteristic scene in Balzac than 
that in which Rastignac, the lover of Madame de 
Nucingen, overhears the conversation between 
the father in his wretched garret and the modem 
Goneril and Regan. A gleam of good fortune has 
just encouraged old Goriot to anticipate an escape 
from his troubles. On the morning of the day of 
expected release Madame Goneril de Nucingen 



r 



Balzac's Novels 




rushes up to her father's garret to explain to him 
that her husband, the rich banker, having engaged 
all his funds in some diabolical financial intrigue, 
refuses to allow her the use of her fortune ; whilst, 
owing to her own misconduct, she is afraid to 
appeal to the law. They have a hideous tacit 
compact, according to which the wife enjoys full 
domestic liberty, whilst the husband may use her 
fortune to carry out his dishonest plots. She begs 
her father to examine the facts in the light of his 
financial experience, though the examination must 
be deferred, that she may not look ill with the 
the excitement when she meets her lover at the 
ball. As the poor father is tormenting his brains, 
Madame Regan de Restaud appears in terrible 
distress. Her lover has threatened to commit 
suicide unless he can meet a certain bill, and to 
save him she has pledged certain diamonds which 
were heirlooms in her husband's family. Her 
husband has discovered the whole transaction, 
and though not making an open scandal, imposes 
some severe conditions upon her future. Old 
Goriot is raving against the brutality of her hus- 
band, when Regan adds that there is still a sum 
to be paid, without which her lover, to whom 
she has sacrificed everything, will be ruined. Now 
old Goriot had employed just this sum — all but the 
very last fragment of his fortune — ^in the service of 
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Goneril. A desperate quarrel instantly takes 
place between the two fine ladies over this last 
scrap of their father's property. They are fast 
degenerating into Parisian Billingsgate, Tvhen 
Goriot succeeds in obtaining silence and proposes 
to strip himself of his last penny. Even the 
sisters hesitate at such an impiety, and Rastignac 
enters with some apology for listening, and hands 
over to the coimtess a certain bill of exchange for 
a sum which he professes himself to owe to Goriot, 
and which will just save her lover. She accepts 
the paper, but vehemently denoimces her sister 
for having, as she supposes, allowed Rastignac to 
listen to their hideous revelations, and retires in a 
fury, whilst the father faints away. He recovers 
to express his forgiveness, and at this moment the 
countess returns, ostensibly to throw herself on 
her knees and beg her father's pardon. She 
apologises to her sister, and a general reconcilia- 
tion takes place. But before she has again left the 
room she has obtained her father's endorsement 
to Rastignac's bill. Even her most genuine fury 
had left coolness enough for calculation, and her 
burst of apparent tenderness was a skilful bit of 
comedy for squeezing one more drop of blood 
from her father and victim. That is a genuine 
stroke of Balzac. 

Hideous as the performance appears when coolly 
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stated, It must be admitted that the ladies have 
got into such terrible perplexities from tampering 
with the seventh commandment, that there is 
some excuse for their breaking the fifth. Whether 
such an accumulation of horrors is a legitimate 
process in art, and whether a healthy imagination 
would like to dwell upon such loathsome social 
sores, is another question. The comparison sug- 
gested with King Lear may illustrate the point. 
In Balzac all the subordinate details which Shake- 
speare throws in with a very slovenly touch are 
elaborately drawn, and contribute powerfully to 
the total impression. On the other hand, we 
never reach the lofty poetical heights of the 
grandest scenes in King Lear, But the situa- 
tion of the two heroes offers an instructive 
contrast. Lear is weak, but is never con- 
temptible; he is the ruin of a gallant old 
king, is guilty of no degrading compHance, and 
dies like a man, with his '*good biting falchion*' 
still grasped in his feeble hand. To change him 
into Goriot we must suppose that he had licked 
the hand which struck him, that he had helped on 
the adulterous intrigues of Goneril and Regan 
from sheer weakness, and that all his fury had been 
directed against Cornwall and Albany for object- 
ing to his daughter's eccentric views of the obliga- 
tion of the marriage vow. Paternal affection 

VOL. I. — ao. 



3o6 Hours in a Library 

leading a man to the most trying self-sacrifice is a 
worthy motive for a great drama or romance ; but 
Balzac is so anxious to intensify the emotion, that 
he makes even paternal affection morally de- 
grading. Everything must be done to heighten 
the colouring. Otir sympathies are to be excited 
by making the sacrifice as complete, and the emo- 
tion which prompts it as overpowering, as possible; 
tmtil at last the love of children becomes a mono- 
mania. Goriot is not only dragged through the 
mud of Paris, but he grovels in it with a will. In 
short, Balzac wants that highest power which 
shows itself by moderation, and commits a fatdt 
like that of an orator who emphasises every sen- 
tence. With less expenditure of horrors, he would 
excite our compassion more powerfully. But after 
all, Goriot is, perhaps, more really affecting even 
than King Lear. 

Situations of the Pkre Goriot kind are, in some 
sense, more appropriate for heroines than for 
heroes. Self-sacrifice is, for the present at least, 
considered by a large part of mankind as the com- 
plete duty of woman. The feminine martyr can 
indulge without loss of our esteem in compliances 
which would be degrading in a man. Accordingly 
Balzac finds the amplest materials for his favourite 
situation in the torture of innocent women. The 
great example of his skill in this department is 
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Eug^ie Grandet, in which the situation of the 
P^re Goriot is inverted. Poor Eugenie is the 
victim of a domestic tyrant, who is, perhaps, 
Balzac's most finished portrait of the cold-blooded 
and cunning miser. The sacrifice of a woman's 
life to paternal despotism is unfortunately even 
commoner in real life than in fiction; and when 
the lover, from whom the old miser has divided her 
during his life, deserts her after his death, we feel 
that the mournful catastrophe is demanded by 
the sombre prologue. The book may indeed 
justify, to some extent, one of the ordinary 
criticisms upon Bakac, that he showed a special 
subtlety in describing the stiff erings of women. 
The question as to the general propriety of that 
criticism is rather difficult for a male critic. I 
confess to a certain scepticism, founded partly on 
the general principle that hardly any author can 
really describe the opposite sex, and partly on 
an antipathy which I cannot repress to Balzac's 
most ambitious feminine portraits. 

Eugenie Grandet is perhaps the purest of his 
women; but then Eugenie Grandet is simply 
stupid, and interesting from her sufferings rather 
than her character. She reminds us of some 
patient animal of the agricultural kind, with 
bovine softness of eyes and bovine obstinacy under 
suffering. His other women, though they are not 
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simply cotirtesans, after the fashion of some 
French writers, seem, as it were, to have a certain 
perceptible taint; they breathe an tmwholesome 
atmosphere. In one of his extravagant hnmotirs, 
he tells us that the most perfect picttire of purity, 
in existence is the Madonna of the Genoese painter, 
Piola, but that even that celestial Madonna would 
have looked like a Messalina by the side of the 
Duchesse de Manfrigneuse. K the duchess re- 
sembled either personage in character, it was 
certainly not the Madonna. And Balzac's best 
women give us the impression that they are 
courtesans acting the character of virgins, and 
showing admirable dramatic skill in the per- 
formance. They may keep up the part so obsti- j 
nately as to let the acting become earnest; but 
even when they don't think of breaking the seventh 
commandment, they are always thinking about not 
breaking it. When he has done his best to 
describe a thoroughly pure woman, such as 
Henriette in the Lys dans la Vallee, he cannot 
refrain from spoiling his performance by throwing 
in a hint at the conclusion that, after all, she had a 
strong disposition to go wrong, which was only 
defeated by circumstances. Indeed, the ladies 
who in his pages have broken loose from all social 
restraints, differ only in external circumstances 
from their more correct sisters. Coralie, in the 
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Illusions Perdues, is not so chaste in her conduct as 
the immaculate Henriette, but is not a whit less 
delicate in her tastes, Madame de la Baudraye 
deserts her husband, and lives for some years with 
her disreputable lover at Paris, and does not in the 
least forfeit the sympathies of her creator. Balzac^s 
feminine types may be classified pretty easily. At ^ 
bottom they are all of the sultana variety^^play- 
tliings who occasionally venture into mixing with 
the serious affairs of life, but then only on pain of 
being ridiculous (as in the Employes, or the Muse 
du Dipartemeni) ; but properly confined to their 
drawing-rooms, with delicate cajoleries for their 
policy, and ctmning instead of intellect. Some- 
times they are cold-hearted and selfish, and then 
they are vicious, making victims of lovers, hus- 
bands, or fathers, consuming fortunes, and spread- 
ing ill-will by cunning intrigues ; sometimes they 
are virtuous, and therefore, according to Balzac's 
logic, pitiable victims of the world. But their 
virtue, when it exists, is the effect, not of lofty 
principle, but of a certain delicacy of taste cor- 
responding to a fine organisation. They object to 
vice, because it is apt to be coarse ; and are per- 
fectly ready to yield, if it can be presented in such 
graceful forms as not to shock their sensibilities. 
Marriage is therefore a complicated intrigue in 
which one party is always deceived, though it may 
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be for his or her good. K you will be loved, says 
the judicious lady in the M&moires de Deux Jeunes 
Marines, the secret is not to love ; and the rather 
flimsy epigram is converted into a great moral 
truth. The justification of the lady is,, that love 
is only made permanent by elaborate intrigue. 
The wife is to be always on the footing of a mis- 
tress who can only preserve her lover by incessant 
and infinitely varied caresses. To do this, she 
must be herself cool. The great enemy of matri- 
monial happiness is satiety, and we are con- 
stantly presented with an affectionate wife boring 
her husband to death, and alienating him by 
over-devotion. K one party is to be cheated, the 
one who is freest from passion will be the winner 
of the game. As a maxim, after the fashion of 
Rochefoucauld, this doctrine may have enough 
truth to be plausible ; but when seriously accepted 
and made the substantive moral of a succession of 
stories, one is reminded less of a really acute 
observer than of a lad fresh from college who 
thinks that wisdom consists in an exaggerated 
cynicism. When ladies of this variety break their 
hearts, they either die or retire in a picttiresque 
manner to a convent. They are indeed the raw 
material of which the genuine d^ote is made. 
The morbid sentimentality directed to the lover 
passes without perceptible shock into a religious 
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sentimentality, the object of which is at least 
ostensibly different. The graceful but voluptuous 
mistress of the Parisian salon is developed without 
any violent transition into the equally graceful 
and ascetic nun. The connection between the 
luxurious indulgence of material flirtations and 
religious mysticism is curious, but unmistakable. 
Balzac's reputation in this respect is foimded, 
not on his Httle hoard of cynical maxims, which, 
to say the truth, are not usually very original, but 
on the vivid power of describing the details and 
scenery of the martyrdom, and the energy with 
which he paints the emotion, of the victim. 
Whether his women are very lifelike, or very varied 
in character, may be doubted; but he has cer- 
tainly endowed them with an admirable capacity r 
for suffering, and forces us to listen S3mipatheti' 
caUy to their cries of anguish. The peculiar 
cynicism implied in this view of femmine existence 
must be taken as part of his fundamental theory 
of society. When Rastignac has seen Goriot 
buried, the ceremony being attended only by his 
daughters* empty carriages, he climbs to the 
highest part of the cemetery, and looks over Paris. 
As he contemplates the vast buzzing hive, he 
exclaims solemnly, " h nous deux maintenant ! '* 
The world is before him ; he is to fight his way 
in future without remorse. Accordingly^ Babac's 
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>C / view of society is, that it is a masquerade of devils, 
engaged in tormenting a few wandering angels. 
That society is not what Balzac represents it to be 
is sufficiently proved by the fact that society ex- 
ists ; as indeed he is prof otmdly convinced that its 
destruction is only a question of time. It is rotten 
to the core. Lust and avarice are the moving 
forms of the worid, while profound and calculat- 
ing selfishness has sapped the base of all morality. 
The type of a successful statesman is De Marsay, 
a kind of imaginary Talleyrand, who rules be- 
cause he has recognised the intrinsic baseness of 
mankind, and has no scruples in turning it to 
account. Vautrin, who is an open enemy of 
society, is simply De Marsay in revolt. The 
weapons with which he fights are distinguished 
from those of greater men, not in their intrinsic 
wickedness, but in their being accidentally for- 
bidden by law. He is less of a hyjpocrite, and 
scarcely a greater villain than his more prosperous 
rivals. He ultimately recognises the futility of 
the strife, agrees to wear a mask like his neigh- 
bours, and accepts the congenial duties of a police 
agent. The secret of success in all ranks of life 
is to be without scruples of morality, but exceed- 
ingly careful of breaking the law. The bankers, 
Nucingen and Du Tillet, are merely cheats on a 
gigantic scale. They ruin their enemies by finan- 
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ciering instead of picking pockets. *^e wicked] 
if you would be successful; if possible let your/ 
wickedness be refined; but, at aU events, be 
wicked. 

There is, indeed, a class of unsuccessful villains, 
to be foxmd chiefly amongst journalists, for whom 
Balzac has a special aversion ; they Hve, he tells us, 
partly on extortion, and partly on the prostitution 
of their talents to gratify political or personal 
animosities, and are at the mercy of the longest 
purse. They fail in life, not because they are 
too immoral, but because they are too weak. 
They are the victims instead of the accomplices of 
more resolute evil-doers. Lucien de Rubempr^ 
is the type of this class. Endowed with sur- 
passing genius and personal beauty, he goes to 
Paris to make his fortune, and is introduced to the 
world as it is. On the one hand is a little knot of 
virtuous men, called the c^nacle, who are working 
for posterity and meanwhile starving. On the 
other is a vast mass of cheats and dupes. After a 
brief struggle Lucien yields to temptation, and 
joins in the struggle for wealth and power. But 
he has not strength enough to play his part. His 
head is turned by the flattery of pretty actresses 
and scheming publishers: he is enticed into 
thoughtless dissipation, and, after a brilliant start, 
finds that he is at the mercy of the cleverer villains 
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who stuTotmd him; that he has been bought and 
sold like a sheep ; that his character is gone, and 
his imagination become sluggish; and, finally, 
he has to escape from utter ruin by scarcely de- 
scribable degradation. He writes a libel on one 
of his virtuous friends, who is forgiving enough to 
improve it and correct it for the press. In order to 
bury his mistress, who has been ruined with him, 
he has to raise money by grovelling in the foulest 
depths of literary sewerage. He at last succeeds 
in crawling back to his relations in the country, 
morally and materially ruined. He makes another 
effort to rise, backed up by the diabolical arts of 
Vautrin, and relying rather on his beauty than 
his talents. The world is again too strong for 
him, and, after being accomplice in the most 
outrageous crimes, he ends appropriately by 
hanging himself in prison. Vautrin, as we have 
seen, escapes from the fate of his partner be- 
cause he retains coolness enough to practise up- 
on the vices of the governing classes. KThe world, 
in short, is composed of three classes — consist- 
ent and, therefore, successful villains; inconsist- 
ent and, therefore, unsuccessful villains; and 
virtuous persons who never have a chance of 
success, and enjoy the honours of starvation. 

The provinces differ from Paris in the nature of 
the social warfare, but not in its morality. Pas- 
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slons are directed to meaner objects, they are 
narrower, and more intense. The whole of a 
man's f acuhies are concentrated upon one object ; 
and he pursues it for years with relentless and 
undeviating ardour. To supplant a rival, to 
acquire a few more acres, to gratify jealousy of a 
superior, he will labour for a lifetime. The in- 
tensity of his hatred supphes his want of intellect ; 
he is more cunning, if less far-sighted; and in 
the contest between the brilliant Parisian and the 
plodding provincial we generally have an illustra- 
tion of the hare and the tortoise. The blind, 
persistent hatred gets the better in the long run of 
the most brilliant, but more transitory, passion. 
The lower nature here, too, gets the better of the 
higher; and Balzac characteristically delights in 
the tragedy produced by genius which falls be- 
fore cunning, as virtue almost invariably yields to 
vice. It is only when the slow provincial ob- 
stinacy happens to be on the side of virtue that 
stupidity, doubled with virtue, as embodied for 
example in two or three French Caleb Balderstons^ 
generally gets the worst of it* There are excep- 
tions to this general rule. Even Balzac some- 
times relents, A reprieve is granted at the last 
moment, and the martyr is unbound from the 
stake. But those catastrophes are not only ex- 
ceptional, but rather annoying. We have beea 
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so prepared to look for a sacrifice that we are dis- 
appointed instead of relieved. If Balzac's readers 
could be consulted during the last few pages of a 
novel, I feel sure that most thumbs would be 
turned upwards, and the lions allowed to have 
their will of the Christians. Perhaps our appetites 
have been depraved ; but we are not in the cue for 
a happy conclusion. 

I know not whether it was the cause or the 
consequence of this sentiment that Balzac was a 
thorough legitimist. He does not believe in the 
vitaUty of the old order, any more than he be- 
lieves in the truth of Catholicism. But he regrets 
the extinction of the ancient faiths, which he 
admits to be tmsuitable ; and sees in their repre- 
sentatives the only picturesque and really estim- 
able elements that still survived in French society. 
He heartily despises the modem mediaevalists, 
who try to spread a thin varnish over a decaying 
order; the world is too far gone in wickedness for 
such a futile remedy. The old chivalrous senti- 
ments of the genuine noblesse are giving way to 
the base chicanery of the bourgeois who supplant 
them: the peasantry are mean, avaricious, and 
full of bitter jealousy; but they are triumphantly 
rooting out the last vestiges of feudalism. Demo- 
cracy and commtmism are the fine names put 
forward to justify the enmity of those who have 
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not, against those wlio have . Their success means 
merely an approaching "descent of Niagara/' 
and the growth of a more debasing and more 
materialistic form of despotism. But it would be 
a mistake to assume that this view of the world 
implies that Balzac is in a state of lofty moral 
indignation. Nothing can be further from the 
case. The world is wicked ; but it is fascinating. 
Society is very corrupt, it is true; but intensely \ 
and permanently amusing. Paris is a heU; but ^ 
hell is the only place worth Uving in. The play 
of evil passions gives infinite subjects for dramatic 
interests. The financial warfare is more diabolical 
than the old literal warfare, but quite as enter- 
taining. There is really as much romance con- 
nected with bills of exchange as with swords and 
lances, and rigging the market is nothing but the 
modem form of lying in ambush. Goneril and 
Regan are triimiphant ; but we may admire the 
grace of their manners and the dexterity with 
which they cloak their vices, lago not only 
poisons Othello's peace of mind, but, in the world 
of Balzac, he succeeds to Othello's place, and is 
tmiversally respected. The story receives an 
additional flavour. In a characteristic passage, 
Bakac regrets that Moli^re did not continue 
TartuJB, It would then have appeared how 
bitterly Orgon regretted the loss of the hypocrite. 
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who, it is said, made love to his wife, but who, at 
any rate, had an interest in making things pleas- 
ant. Your conventional catastrophe is a mistake 
in art, as it is a misrepresentation of facts. Tartuf e 
has a good time of it in Balzac : instead of meeting 
with an appropriate punishment-, he flourishes 
and thrives, and we look on with a smile not 
altogether devoid of complacency. Shall we not 
take the world as it is, and be amused at the 
Comidie Humaine, rather than fruitlessly rage 
against it ? It will be played out whether we like 
it or not, and we may as well adapt our tastes to 
our circumstances. 

Ought we to be shocked at this extravagant 
cynicism ; to quote it, as respectable English 
joumahsts used to do, as a proof of the awful 
corruption of French society, or to regard it as 
semi-humorous exaggeration? ^T. can't quite sym- 
pathise with people who take Balzac seriously. I 
cannot talk about the remorseless skill with which 
he tears off the mask from the fearful corruptions 
of modem society, and penetrates into the most 
hidden motives of the human heart; nor can I 
infer from his terrible pictures of feminine suflEer- 
ing that for every one of those pictures a woman's 
heart had been tortured to death. This, or some- 
thing like this, I have read; and I can only say 
that I don't believe a word of it. Balzac, indeed, ' 
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as compared with our respectable romancers, 
has the merit of admitting passions whose exist- 
ence we scnipulonsly ignore; and the further 
merit that he takes a far wider range of sentiment, 
I and does not hold by the theory that the life of a 
man or a woman closes at the conventional end 
of a third volume. But he is above all things a 
dreamer, and his dreams resemble nightmares. 
Powerfully as his actors are put upon the stage, 
they seem to me to be, after all, **such stuff as 
dreams are made of, " -^A genuine observer of life 
does not find it so highly spiced, and draws more 
moderate conclusions, Bakac's characters run 
into typical examples of particular passions 
rather than genuine human beings; they are 
generally monomaniacs. Balthazar Claes, who 
gives up his life to search for the philosopher's 
stone, is closely related to them all; only we 
must substitute for the philosopher's stone some 
pet passion, in which the whole nature is absorbed. 
They have the unnatural strain of mind which 
marks the approach to madness. It is not ordinary 
da3dight which illuminates Balzac's dreamland, 
but some fantastic combination of Parisian lamps, 
which tinges all the actors with an unearthly glare, 
and distorts their features into extravagant forms. 
The result has, as I have said, a strange fascina- 
tion ; but one is half -ashamed of yielding because 
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one feels that it is due to the use of rather unholy 
drugs. The vapoiu^ that rise from his magic 
caldron and shape themselves into human forms 
smell tmpleasantly of sulphtir, or perhaps of 
Parisian sewers. 

The highest poetry, like the noblest morality, is 
the product of a thoroughly healthy mind. A 
diseased tendency in one respect is certain to make 
itself manifest in the other, v^ Now Balzac, though 
he shows some powers which are tmsurpassed or 
tinequalled, possessed a mind which, to put it 
! gently, was not exactly well regulated. He took 
' a pleasure in dwelling upon horrors from which a 
healthy imagination shrinks, and rejoiced greatly 
in gloating over the mysteries of iniquity. I do 
not say that this makes his work immoral in the 
ordinary sense. Probably few people who are 
likely to read Balzac would be any the worse for 
the study. But, from a purely artistic point of 
view, he is injtired by his morbid tendencies. The 
highest triumph of style is to say what everybody 
has been thinking in such a way as to make it new ; 
the greatest triumph of art is to make us see the 
poetical side of the commonplace life around us. 
Balzac's ambition was, doubtless, aimed in that 
direction. He wished to show that life in Paris or 
at Tours was as interesting to the man of real in- 
sight as any more ideal region. In a certain sense, 
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he has accompHshed his purpose. He has dis- 
covered food for a dark and powerful imagination 
in the most commonplace details of daily life. But 
he falls short in so far as he is unable to represent 
things as they are, and has a taste for impossible 
horrors. There are tragedies enough all round us 
for him who has eyes to see. Balzac is not con- 
tent with the materials at hand, or rather he has a 
love for the more exceptional and hideous mani- 
festations. Therefore the Com4die Humaine, in- 
stead of being an accurate picture of human Hf e, 
and appealing to the sympathies of all human 
beings, is a collection of monstrosities, whose vices 
are unnatural, and whose virtues are rather like 
their vices. One feels that there is something 
narrow and artificial about his work. It is in- 
tensely powerful, but it is not the highest kind of 
power. He makes the utmost of the gossip of a 
club smoking-room, or the scandal of a drawing- 
room, or perhaps of a country public-house ; but 
he represents a special phase of manners, and that 
not a particularly pleasant one, rather than the 
more fundamental and permanent sentiments of 
mankind. When shall we see a writer who can 
be powerful without being spasmodic, and pierce 
through the surface of society without seeking for 
interest in its foulest abysses? 



VOL. I. — ai. 



De Quincey 



Little more than fourteen years ^o there 
passed from among us a man who held a high and 
very peculiar position in English literature. In 
182 1 De Quincey first published the work with 
which his name is most commonly associated, 
and at imcertain intervals he gave tokens to man- 
kind of his continued presence on earth. What 
his life may have been in the intervals seems to 
have been at times tmknown even to his friends. 
He began by disappearing from school and from 
his family, and seems to have fallen into the habit 
of temporary ecUpses. At one moment he dropped 
upon his acquaintance from the clouds ; at another 
he would vanish into utter darkness for weeks or 
months together. One day he came to dine with 
Christopher North, — so we are told in the pro- 
fessor's life, — ^was detained for the night by a 
heavy storm of rain, and prolonged his impromptu 
visit for a year. During that period his habits 
must have been rather amazing to a well-regulated 
household. His wants, indeed, were simple, and, 
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in one sense, regular ; a particular joint of mutton, 
cut according to a certain mathematical formula, 
and an ounce of laudanum, made him happy for a 
day. But in the hours when ordinary beings are 
awake he was generally to be found stretched in 
profound opium-slumbers upon a rug before the 
fire, and it was only about two or three in the 
morning that he gave unequivocal symptoms of 
vitality, and suddenly gushed forth in streams 
of wondrous eloquence to the supper parties de- 
tained for the purpose of witnessing the display. 
Between these irregular apparitions we are lastly 
given to understand that his life was so strange 
that its details would be incredible. What these 
incredible details may have been, I have no means 
of knowing. It is enough that he was a strange 
unsubstantial being, flitting uncertainly about in 
the twilight regions of society, emerging by fits 
and starts into visibility, afflicted with a general 
vagueness as to the ordinary duties of mankind, 
and generally taking much more opium than was 
good for him. He tells us, indeed, that he broke 
off his over-mastering habit by vigorous efforts; 
as he also tells us that opium is a cure for most 
grievous evils, and especially saved him from an 
early death by consumption. It is plain enough, 
however, that he never really refrained for any 
length of time ; and perhaps we should congratulate 




324 Hours in a Library 

ourselves on a propensity, unfortunate, it may be, 
for its victim, but leading to the Confessions as 
one collateral result. 

The life of De Quincey by " H. A. Page," pub- 
lished since this was written, has removed much 
of the mystery ; and it has also done much to raise 
in some respects our estimate of his character. 
With all his weaknesses De Quincey undoubtedly 
was a man who could excite love as well as pity. 
Incapable, to a grotesque d^ree, of anything like 
business, he did his best to discharge domestic 
duties ; he had a punctilious sense of honour, and 
got himself into difficulties by a generosity which 
was certainly not corrected by the virtue of 
prudence. But I will not attempt to sum up the 
facts, for which, as for a higher estimate than I 
can subscribe of his intellectual position, I gladly 
refer to his biography. I have only to do with the 
De Quincey of books which have a singular fascina- 
tion. De Quincey himself gives thanks for four 
circtimstances. He rejoices that his lot was cast 
in a rustic solitude ; that that solitude was in Eng- 
land; that his "infant feelings were moulded by 
the gentlest of sisters, " instead of ** horrid pugil- 
istic brothers ; " and that he and his were members 
of " a pure, holy, and" (the last epithet should be 
emphasised) * * magnificent Church. ' ' The thanks- 
giving is characteristic, for it indicates his naive 
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conviction that his admiration was due to the in- 
trinsic merits of the place and circumstances of his 
birth, and not to the accident that they were his 
own. It would be useless to inquire whether a 
more bracing atmosphere and a less retired spot 
might have been more favourable to his talents ; 
but we may trace the influence of these conditions 
of his early life upon his subsequent career. 



De Quincey implicitly puts forward a claim 
which has been accepted by all competent critics. 
They declare, and he tacitly assumes, that he is a 
master of the English language. He claims a sort 
of infallibility in deciding upon the precise use of 
words and the merits of various styles. But he 
explicitly claims something more. He declares 
that he has used language for purposes to which it 
has hardly been applied by any prose writer. The 
Confessions of an Opium-eater and the Suspiria de 
Profiindis are, he tells us, *' modes of impassioned 
prose, ranging under no precedents that I am 
aware of in any literature.'' The only con- 
fessions that have previously made any great im- 
pression upon the world are those of St. Augustine 
and of Rousseau ; but, with one short exception in 
St. Augustine, neither of those compositions con- 
tains any passion, and, therefore, De Quincey 
stands absolutely alone as the inventor and sole 
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performer on a new musical instnmient — ^for such 
an instrument is the EngUsh language in his hands. 
He belongs to a genus in which he is the only in- 
dividual. The novelty and the difficulty of the 
task must be his apology if he fails, and causes of 
additional glory if he succeeds. He alone of all 
human beings who have written since the world 
began, has entered a path, which the absence of 
rivals proves to be encumbered with some unusual 
obstacles. The acctiracy and value of so bold a 
claim require a short examination. After all, 
every writer, however obscure, may contrive by a 
judicious definition to put himself into a solitary 
class. He has some peculiarities which distinguish 
him from all other mortals. He is the only 
journalist who writes at a given epoch from a 
particular garret in Grub Street, or the only poet 
who is exactly six feet high and measures pre- 
cisely forty-two inches round the chest. Any 
difference whatever may be applied to purposes 
of classification, and the question is whether 
the difference is, or is not, of much importance. 
By examining, therefore, the propriety of De 
Quincey's view of his own place in literature, we 
shall be naturally led to some valuation of his 
distinctive merits. In deciding whether a bat 
should be classed with birds or beasts, we have 
to determine the nature of the beast and the true 
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theory of his wings. And De Quincey, if the com- 
parison be not too qnaintj is like the bat, an am* 
biguous character, rising on the wings of prose to 
the borders of the true poetical region. 

De Quincey, then, announces himself as an im- 
passioned writer, as a writer in impassioned prose, 
and, finally, as applying impassioned prose to 
confessions. The first question suggested by this 
assertion concerns the sense of the word "im- 
passioned/* There is very Httle of what one 
ordinarily means by passion in the Confessions or 
elsewhere. There are no explosions of political 
wrath, such as animate the Letters on a Regicide 
Peace, or of a deep religious emotion, which 
breathes through many of otir greatest prose- 
writers. The language is imdoubtedly a vehicle 
for sentiments of a certain kind, but hardly of that 
burning and impetuous order which we generally 
indicate by impassioned. It is deep, melancholy 
reverie, not concentrated essence of emotion ; and 
the epithet fails to indicate any specific differ- 
ence between himself and many other writers. 
The real peculiarity is not in the passion ex- 
pressed, but in the mode of expressing it. De 
Quincey resembles the story-tellers mentioned by 
some Eastern travellers. So extraordinary is their 
power of face, and so skilfully modulated are the 
inflections of their voices, that even a European, 
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ignorant of the language, can follow the narra- 
tive with absorbing interest. One may fancy that 
if De Quincey's language were emptied of all 
meaning whatever, the mere sound of the words 
would move us, as the lovely word Mesopotamia 
moved Whitefield's hearer. The sentences are so 
delicately balanced, and so skilfully constructed, 
that his finer passages fix themselves in the 
memory without the aid of metre. Humbler 
writers are content if they can get through a single 
phrase without producing a decided jar. They 
aim at keeping up a steady jog-trot, which shall 
not give actual pain to the jaws of the reader. 
They no more think of weaving whole para- 
graphs or chapters into complex harmonies, than 
an ordinary pedestrian of ** going to church in a 
galliard and coming home in a coranto." Even 
our great writers generally settle down to a stately 
but monotonous gait, after the fashion of Johnson 
or Gibbon, or are content with adopting a style as 
transparent and inconspicuous as possible. Lan- 
guage, according to the common phrase, is the dress 
of thought ; and that dress is the best, according to 
modem canons of taste, which attracts least at- 
tention from its wearer. De Quincey scorns this 
sneaking maxim of prudence, and boldly chal- 
lenges otir admiration by indulgence in what he 
often calls ** bravura." His language deserves a 



De Quincey 



329 



commendation sometimes bestowed by ladies upon 
rich garments, that it is capable of standing up by 
itself. The form is so admirable that, for pur- 
poses of criticism, we must consider it as some- 
thing apart from the substance. The most 
exquisite passages in De Quincey* s writing are all 
more or less attempts to carry out the idea ex- 
pressed in the title of the dream fugue. They 
are intended to be musical compositions, in which 
words have to play the part of notes. They are 
impassioned, not in the sense of expressing any 
definite sentiment, but because, from the structure 
and combination of the sentences, they harmonise 
with certain phases of emotion. 

Briefly, De Quincey is doing in prose what every 
great poet does in verse. The specific mark thus 
indicated is still insufficient to give him a solitary 
position among writers. All great rhetoricians, 
as De Quincey defines and explains the term, rise 
to the borders of poetry, and the art which has 
recently been cultivated among us imder the 
name of word-painting may be more fitly de- 
scribed as an attempt to produce poetical effects 
without the aid of metre. From most of the 
writers described under this rather unpleasant 
phrase he differs by the circumstance, that his art 
is more nearly allied to music than to painting. 
Or, if compared to any paiaters^ it must be to 



330 Hours in a Library 

those who care comparatively little for distinct 
portraiture or dramatic interest. He resembles 
rather the school which is satisfied by contanplat- 
ing gorgeous draperies, and graceful limbs and 
long processions of imposing figures, without car- 
ing to interpret the meaning of their works, or to 
seek for more than the harmonious arrangement 
of form, and colour. In other words, his prose- 
poems should be compared to the paintings which 
aim at an effect analogous to that of stately pieces 
of music. Milton is the poet whom he seems to 
regard with the sincerest admiration; and he 
apparently wishes to emulate the majestic rhythm 
of the ** God-gifted organ-voice of England. " Or 
we may, perhaps, admit some analogy between 
his prose and the poetry of Keats, though it is 
remarkable that he speaks with very scant ap- 
preciation of his contemporary. The Ode to a 
Nightingale^ with its marvellous beauty of versifi- 
cation and the dim associations half -consciously 
suggested by its language, surpasses, though it 
resembles, some of De Quincey's finest passages; 
and the Hyperion might have been translated into 
prose as a fitting companion for some of the opium 
dreams. It is in the success with which he produces 
such effects as these that De Quincey may fairly 
claim to be tmsurpassed in our language. Pom- 
pous (if that word may be used in a good sense) 
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declamation in prose, where the beauty of the 
thought is lost in the splendour of the style, is 
certainly a rare literary product. Of the great 
rhetoricians whom De Quincey quotes in the 
Essay on Rhetoric just noticed, such men as Burke 
and Jeremy Taylor lead us to forget the means in 
the end. They so\ind the trumpet as a warning, 
not for the mere delight in its volume of sound. 
Perhaps his affinity to Sir Thomas Browne is more 
obvious ; and one can understand the admiration 
which he bestows upon the opening bar of a 
passage in the Urn-Burial : 

Now since these bones have rested quietly in the 
grave under the drums and tramplings of three con- 
quests [etcj. What a melodious ascent [he ex- 
claims], as of a prelude to some impassioned requiem 
breathing from the pomps of earth and from the 
sanctities of the grave ! What a fluctus decumanus of 
rhetoric! Time expounded, not by generations or 
centuries, but by vast periods of conquests and 
dynasties; by cycles of Pharaohs and Ptolemies, 
Antiochi and Arsacides [ And these vast successions 
of time distinguished and figured by the uproars 
which revolve at their inaugurations; by the dnmis 
and tramplings rolling overhead upon the chambers 
of forgotten dead — the trepidations of time and mor- 
tality vexing, at secular intervals, the everlasting 
sabbaths of the grave ! 

The commentator is seeking to eclipse the text, 
and his words are at once a description and an 
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example of his own most characteristic rhetoric. 
Wordsworth once uttered an aphorism which 
De Quincey repeats with great admiration : that 
language is not, as I have just said, the dress, but 
** the incarnation of thought. " But thotigh accept- 
ing and enforcing the doctrine by showing that 
the "mixture is too subtle, the intertexture too 
ineffable " to admit of expression, he condemns the 
style which is the best illustration of its truth. 
He is very angry with the admirers of Swift ; De 
Foe and " many hundreds" of others wrote some- 
thing quite as good; it only wanted "plain good 
sense, natural feeling, tmpretendingness, some 
little scholarly practice in putting together the 
clockwork of sentences, and, above all, the advant- 
age of an appropriate subject. " Could Swift, he 
asks, have written a pendant to passages in Sir W. 
Raleigh, or Sir Thomas Browne, or Jeremy Taylor? 
He would have cut the same figure as " a forlorn 
scullion from a greasy eating-house at Rotterdam, 
if suddenly called away in vision to act as sene- 
schal to the festival of Belshazzar the King, 
before a thousand of his lords." And what, we 
may retort, would Taylor, or Browne, or De 
Quincey himself, have done, had one of them 
been wanted to write down the project of Wood's 
half -pence in Ireland? He would have resembled 
a king in his coronation robes compelled to lead a 
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forlorn hope up the scaling ladders. The fact is, 
that Swift required for his style not only the plain 
good sense and other rare qualities enumerated, 
but pungent himiour, quick insight^ deep passion, 
and general power of mind^ such as is given to few 
men in a century. But, as in his case the thought 
is really incarnated in the language we cannot 
criticise the style separately from the tlioughts, or 
we can only assign, as its highest merit, its admir- 
able fitness for producing the desired effect. It 
would be wrong to invert De Quincey' s censure, 
and blame him because his gorgeous robes are not 
fitted for more practical purposes. To everything 
there is a time; for plain English, and for De 
Quincey's highly-wrought passages. 

It would be difficult or impossible, and certainly 
it would be superfluous, to define with any pre- 
cision the peculiar flavour of De Quincey's style. 
A few specimens would do more than any descrip- 
tion ; and De Quincey is too well known to justify 
quotation. It may be enough to notice that 
most of his brilliant performances are variations 
on the same theme. He appeals to our terror of 
the infinite, to the shrinking of the human mind 
before astronomical distances and geological 
periods of time. He paints vast perspectives, 
opening in long succession, till we grow dizzy 
in the contemplation. The cadence of his style 
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stiggests sounds echoing each other, and growing 
gradtially fainter, till they die away into infinite 
distance. Two great characteristics, he tells us, 
of his opium dreams were a deep-seated melan- 
choly and an exaggeration of the things of space 
and time. Nightly he descended "into chasms 
and stmless abysses, depths below depths, from 
which it seemed hopeless that he cotdd ever re- 
ascend." He saw btiildings and landscapes "in 
proportion so vast as the htunan eye is not fitted to 
receive. " He seemed to Uve ninety or a hundred 
years in a night, and even to pass throtigh periods 
far beyond the limits of human existence. Melan- 
choly and an awe-stricken sense of the vast and 
vague are the emotions which he communicates 
with the greatest power ; though the melancholy is 
too dreamy to deserve the name of passion, and 
the terror of the infinite is not explicitly connected 
with any religious emotion. It is a proof of the 
fineness of his taste, that he scarcely ever falls into 
bombast ; we tremble at his audacity in acctunulat- 
^S gorgeous phrases; but we confess that he is 
justified by the result. The only exception that 
I can remember is the passage in The English 
Mailcoach, where his exaggerated patriotism leads 
him into what strikes me at least as a rather vulgar 
bit of claptrap. If any reader will take the trouble 
to compare De Quincey's account of a kind of 



De Quincey 




anticipation of the Balaclava charge at the battle 
of Talavera, with Napier's description of the same 
facts, he will be amused at the distortion of history ; 
but whatever the accuracy of the statements, one 
is a little shocked at finding *'the inspiration of 
God" attributed to the gallant dragoons who were 
cut to pieces on that occasion, as other gallant 
men have been before and since. The phrase is 
overcharged, and inevitably suggests a cynical 
reaction of mind. The ideas of dragoons and 
inspiration do not coalesce so easily as might be 
wished ; but, with this exception, I think that his 
purple patches are almost irreproachable, and may 
be read and re-read with increasing delight. I 
know of no other modem writer who has soared 
into the same regions with so imiform and easy 
a flight. 

The question is often raised how far the attempt 
to produce by one art effects specially character- 
istic of another can be considered as legitimate; 
whether, for example, a sculptor, when encroach- 
ing upon the province of the painter, or a prose 
writer attempting to rival poets, may not be sum- 
marily condemned The answer probably would 
be that a critic who lays down such rules is erect- 
ing himself into a legislator, when he should be 
a simple observer. Success justifies itself; and 
when De Quincey obtains, without the aid of 
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metre, graces which few other writers have won 
by the same means, it is all the more creditable 
to De Quincey. A certain presumption, however, 
remains in such cases, that the failure to adopt the 
ordinary methods implies a certain deficiency of 
power. If we ask why De Quincey, who trenched 
so boldly upon the peculiar province of the poet, 
yet failed to use the poetical form, there is one 
very obvious answer. He has one intolerable 
fault, a fault which has probably done more than 
any other to diminish his poptdarity, and which 
is, of all faults, most diametrically opposed to 
poetical excellence. He is utterly incapable of 
concentration. He is, from the very principles on 
which his style is constructed, the most diffuse of 
writers. Other men will pack half-a-dozen dis- 
tinct propositions into a sentence, and care little 
if they are somewhat crushed and distorted in the 
process. De Quincey insists upon putting each of 
them separately, smoothing them out elaborately, 
till not a wrinkle disturbs their tmiform surface, 
and then presenting each of them for our accept- 
ance with a placid smile. His commendable desire 
for lucidity of expression makes him nervously 
anxious to avoid any complexity of thought. Each 
step of his argimient, each shade of meaning, and 
each fact in his narrative, must have its own 
separate embodiment ; and every joint and con- 
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necting link must be carefully and accurately de- 
fined. The clearness is won at a price. There is 
some advantage in this elaborate method of dis- 
secting out every distinct fibre and ramification of 
an argument. But, on the whole, one is apt to 
remember that life is limited, and that there are 
some things in this world which must be taken for 
granted. If a man's boyhood fill two volumes, 
and if one of these (though xmder unfavourable 
circumstances) took six months to revise, it seems 
probable that in later years he would have taken 
longer to record events than to live them. No 
autobiography written on such principles could 
ever reach even the middle life of the author. 
Take up, for example, the first volume of his col- 
lected works. Why, on the very first page, having 
occasion to mention Christendom in the fifteenth 
century, should he provide against some eccentric 
misconcept on by telling us that it did not, at that 
time, include any part of America ? Why should it 
take considerably more than a page to explain 
that when a schoolmaster begins lessons punctu- 
ally, and leaves off too late, there will be an en- 
croachment on the hours of play? Or two pages 
to describe how a porter dropped a portmanteau 
on a flight of stairs, and didn *t waken a schoolmas- 
ter? Or two more to account for the fact that he 
asked a woman the meaning of the noise produced 
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338 Hours in a Library 

by the ** bore" in the Dee, instead of waiting till she 
spoke to him? Impassioned prose may be a very 
good thing ; but when its current is arrested by 
such incessant stoppages, and the beauty of the 
English language displayed by showing how many 
faultless sentences may be expended on an ex- 
haustive description of irrelevant trifles, the 
htmian mind becomes recalcitrant. A man may 
become prolix from the f uhiess or fervency of his 
mind; but prolixity produced by this finical 
minuteness of language, ends by distressing one's 
nerves. It is the same sense of irritation as is 
produced by waiting for the tedious completion 
of an elaborate toilette, and one is rather tempted 
to remember Artemus Ward's description of the 
Fourth of July oration, which took four hotirs " to 
pass a given point." 

This peculiarity of his style is connected with 
other qualities upon which a great dealof etdogy has 
been bestowed. There are two f actdties in which, 
so far as my experience goes, no man, woman, 
or child ever admits his or her own deficiency. 
The driest of human beings will boast of their 
sense of humour ; and the most perplexed, of their 
logical acuteness. De Quincey has been highly 
praised, both as a htimourist and as a logician. 
He believed in his own powers, and exhibits them 
rather ostentatiously. He says, pleasantly enough, 




De Quincey 

but not without a substratum of real conviction, 
that he is '*a doctor seraphicus, and also inex- 
pugnabilis upon quillets of logic, " I confess that 
I am generally sceptical as to the merits of in- 
fallible dialecticians, because I have observed that 
a man's reputation for nexorable logic is generally 
in proportion to the error of his conclusions. A 
logician^ in popular estimation, seems to be one 
who never shrinks from a reduciio ad absurdum. 
His merits are measured, not by the accuracy of 
his conclusions, but by the distance which sepa- 
rates them from his premisses. The explanation 
doubtless hes in the general impression that logic 
is concerned with words and not with things. 
There is a vague belief that by skilfully linking 
syllogisms you can form a chain sufficiently strong 
to cross the profoundest abyss, and which will 
need no test of observation and verification, A 
dexterous performer, it is supposed, might pass 
from one extremity of the universe to the other 
without ever touching ground ; and people do not 
observe that the refusal to draw an inference may 
be just as great a proof of logical skill as ingenuity 
in drawing it. Now De Quincey' s claim to in- 
fallibility would be plausible, if we still believed 
that to define words accurately is the same thing 
as to discover facts^ and that binding them skil- 
fully together is equivalent to reasoning securely. 
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He is a kind of rhetorical Euclid. He makes such 
a flourish with his apparatus of axioms and de- 
finitions that you do not suspect any lurking fal- 
lacy. He is careful to show you the minutest 
details of his argumentative mechanism. Each 
step in the process is elaborately and separately 
set forth ; you are not asstimed to know anything, 
or to be capable of supplying any links for yotir- 
self ; it shall not even be taken for granted without 
due notice that things which are equal to a third 
thing are equal to each other; and the conse- 
quence is, that few people venture to question 
processes which seem to be so plainly set forth, 
and to advance by such a careful development. 

When, indeed, De Quincey has a safe guide, he 
can put an argument with admirable clearness. 
The expositions of political economy, for ex- 
ample, are clear and ingenious, though even here 
I may quote Mr. Mill's remark, that he should have 
imagined a certain principle — obvious enough 
when once stated — ^to have been familiar to all 
economists, **if the instance of Mr. De Quincey 
did not prove that the complete non-recognition 
and implied denial of it are compatible with great 
intellectual ingenuity and close intimacy with 
the subject-matter."^ Upon this question, Mr. 

* It is ctirious that De Qtiincey, in his Essay on Style, ex- 
plains that political economy, and especially the doctrine of 



De Quincey 



341 



Shadworth Hodgson has maintamed that De 
Quincey was in the right as against Mill, and I 
cannot here argue the point. I think, however, 
that all economists would admit that De Quincey' s 
merits were confined to an admirable exposition of 
another man's reasoning, and included no sub- 
stantial addition to the inquiry. Certainly he 
does not count as one of those whose writings 
marked any epoch in the development of the 
science- — if it be a science. Admirable skill of 
expression is, indeed, no real safeguard against 
logical blunders; and I will venture to say that 
De Quincey rare y indulges in this ostentatious 
logical precision without plunging into downright 
fallacies. I will take two instances. The first is 
trifling, but characteristic. Poor Dr. Johnson used 
to reproach himself, as De Quincey puts it, "with 
lying too long in bed.*' How absurd! is the 
comment. 

The doctor got up at eleven because he went to 
bed at three. If he had gone to bed at twelve, 
could he not easily have got up at eight? The 
remark would have been sound in form, though 
a quibble in substance, if Johnson had com- 
plained of lying in bed 'Hoc late;'* but as De 



valtie, is one of those subjects which cannot be satisfactorily 
treated in dialogue — the very form which he diose to adopt 
for that particular purpose. 
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Quincey himself speaks of "too long" instead of 
** too late, " it is an obvious reply that eight hours 
are of the same length at every period of the day. 
The great logician falls into another characteristic 
error in the same paragraph. Dr. Johnson, he 
says, was not "indolent;" but he adds that 
Johnson "had a morbid predisposition to decline 
labour from his scrofulous habit of body, " which 
was increased by over-eating and want of exercise. 
It is a cruel mode of vindication to say that you 
are not indolent, but only predisposed by a bad 
constitution and bad habits to decline labour; 
but the advantage of acctirate definition is, that 
you can knock a man down with one hand, and 
pick him up with the other. 

To take a more serious case. De Quincey un- 
dertakes to refute Hume's memorable argument 
against miracles. There are few better arenas for 
intellectual combats, and De Quincey has in it an 
tmusual opportunity for display. He is obviously 
on his mettle. He comes forward with a whole 
battery of propositions, carefully marshalled in 
strategical order, and supported by appropriate 
"lemmas." One of his arguments, whether 
cogent or not, is that Htmie's objection will not 
apply to the evidence of a multitude of witnesses. 
Now, a conspicuous miracle, he says, can be pro- 
duced resting on such evidence, to wit, that of the 
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thousands fed by a few loaves and fishes. The 
simplest infidel will, of course, reply that as these 
thousands of witnesses cannot be produced, the 
evidence open to us reduces itself to that of the 
Evangelists. De Quincey recollects this, and 
replies to it in a note. "Yes/* he says, *'the 
Evangelists certainly; and, let us add, all those 
contemporaries to whom the EvangeHsts silently 
appealed. These make up the * multitude' con- 
templated in the case * ' under consideration . That 
is, to make up the multitude, you have to reckon 
as witnesses all those persons who did not con- 
tradict the *' silent appeal, " or whose contradiction 
has not reached us. With such canons of criticism 
it is hard to say what might not be proved. When 
a man with a great reputation for learning and logi- 
cal ability tries to put us off with these wretched 
quibbles, one is fairly bewildered. He shows an 
ignorance of the real strength and weakness of the 
position, which, but for his reputation, one would 
summarily explain by incapacity for reasoning. As 
it is, we must suppose that, living apart from the 
daily battle of life, he had lost that quick instinct 
possessed by all genuine logicians for recognising 
the vital points of an argument. A day in a court 
of justice would have taught him more about evi- 
dence than a month spent over Aristotle. He had 
become fitter for the parade of the fencing-room 
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than for the real thrust and parry of a duel in 
earnest. The mere rhetorical flourish pleases him 
as much as a blow at his antagonist's heart. An- 
other glaring instance in the same paper is his ap- 
parent failure to perceive that there is a difference 
between proving that such a prophecy as that 
announcing the fall of Babylon was fulfilled, 
and proving that it was supematurally inspired. 
Hume, without a tenth part of the logical ap- 
paratus, would have exposed the fallacy in a 
sentence. Paley, whom he never tires of treating 
to contemptuous abuse, was incapable of such 
feeble sophistry. De Quincey , in short, was a very 
able expositor; but he was not, though under 
better discipline he might probably have become, 
a sound original thinker. He is an interpreter, 
not an originator of thought. His skill in setting 
forth an argument blinds him to its most palpable 
defects. If language is a powerful weapon in his 
hands, it is only when the direction of the blow is 
dictated by some more manly, if less ingenious, 
tmderstanding. 

Let us inquire, and it is a more delicate ques- 
tion, whether he is better qualified to use it as a 
plaything. He has a reputation as a htunourist. 
The Essay on Murder Considered as One of the 
Fine Arts is probably the most popular of his 
writings. The conception is undoubtedly men- 
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toriotts, and De Quincey returns to it more than 
once in his other works. The description of the 
WiUiams murders is inimitable, and the execution 
even in the humorous passages is frequently good. 
We may praise particular sentences: such as the 
well-known remark that "if a man once indulges 
himself in murder, he comes to think little of 
robbing; and from robbing he comes next to 
drinking and Sabbath -breaking; and from that 
to incivility and procrastination," One laughs 
at this whimsical inversion ; but I don't think one 
laughs very heartily; and certainly one does not 
find, as in really deep humour, that the paradox is 
pregnant with further meaning, and the laugh a 
prelude to a more melancholy smile. Many of the 
best things ever said are couched in a similar form : 
the old remark that the use of language is the 
concealment of thought ; the saying that the half 
is greater than the whole, and that two and two 
don't always make four, are familiar instances ; 
but each of them really contains a profoimd truth 
expressed in a paradoxical form, which is a 
sufficient justification of their extraordinary 
popularity. But if every inversion of a com- 
monplace were humorous, we should be able to 
make jokes by machinery. There is no humom* 
that I can see in the statement that honesty is the 
worst policy, or that procrastination saves time ; 
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and De Qtiincey's phrase, though I admit that it is 
amusing as a kind of summary of his essay, seems 
to me to rank little higher than an ingenious pun. 
It is a clever trick of language, but does not lead 
any further. 

Here, too, and elsewhere, the htunour gives us 
a certain impression of thinness. It is pressed too 
far, and sptm out too long. Compare De Qtiincey's 
mode of beating out his one joke through pages of 
laboured facetiousness, with Swift's concentrated 
and pungent irony, as in the proposal for eating 
babies, or the argument to prove that the aboli- 
tion of Christianity may be attended Tvith some 
inconveniences. It is the difference between the 
stiffest of nautical grogs and the negus provided 
by thoughtful parents for a child's evening party. 
In some parts of the essay De Quincey sinks far 
lower. I do not believe that in any English 
author of reputation there is a more feeble piece 
of forced ftm, than in the description of the fight of 
the amateur in murder with the baker at Mtinich. 
One knows by a process of reasoning that the man 
is joking ; but one feels inclined to blush, through 
sympathy with a very clear man so exposing him- 
self. A blemish of the same kind makes itself 
unpleasantly obvious at many points of his writ- 
ings. He seems to fear that we shall find his 
stately and elaborate style rather too much for 
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our nerves. He is conscious that, as a great 
master of language, he can play what tricks he 
pleases, without danger of remonstrance. And 
therefore, he every now and then plunges into 
slang, not irreverently, as a vulgar writer might 
do, but of malice prepense. The shock is almost 
as great as if an organist performing a solemn 
tune should suddenly introduce an imitation of 
the mewing of a cat. Now, he seems to say, you 
can't accuse me of being dull and pompous. Let 
me quote an instance or two from his graver writ- 
ings. He wishes to argue, in defence of Christ- 
ianity, that the ancients were insensible to ordinary 
duties of humanity : 




Our wicked friend Kikero, for instance, who was so 
bad, but wrote so well, who did such naughty things, 
but said such pretty things, has himself noticed in 
one of his letters, with petrifying coolness, that he 
knew of destitute old women in Rome who went 
without tasting food for one, two, or even three days. 
After making such a statement, did Kikero not 
tumble downstairs and break at least three of his 
legs in his hurry to call a public meeting [etc., etcj. 



What delicate humour! The grave apologist of 
Christianity actually calls Cicero, Kikero, and 
talks about ''three of his legs!" Do we not all 
explode with laughter? A parallel case occurs in 
his argument about the Essenes ; where he grows 
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io irreprRssifaiy funny as oo call Jaaepfans '*3Cr. 
Joe* mil juidresses juixiasfoilows: 

Wicked Joseph, listen :d rxm: you've besi taEffii^ 
'i& a r'airy raie: and for aiy part. I've no afajecticm to 
a rain- ^ale m iny atnation . because it iTrw> can make 
no 1.^, It It meseif, iiways one knows tixat a chilii 
-^M he -hankfoi for it. Htrt tins tale. Mir. Joseph. 
happens ^iso :» be a lie: sBcandLy, a frandtiieaat lie; 
thirdly, a -naiirrons lie. 

I have seen this stuff desmfaed as " scImlaritkB 
r>adinage:*' but the only effect of socfa. exquisite 
:or/iery, within my mrnci. is to persuade one that 
a Tcriter assailed by sucii weapons, and those 
weapons used by a man who has the ^wdiole re- 
sources of the Rngfah language at his command, 
must probably have been encountmng an incon- 
venient trath. I win simply refer to the story of 
Sir Isaac N'ewton sitting all day with one stocking 
on and one off, in the Casuistry of Roman Meals, 
as an illustration of the way in which a story 
cAi^t not to be told. Its most conspicuous, 
though not its worst fault, its extreme length, 
protects it from quotation. 

It is strange to find that a writer, pre-eminently 
endowed with delicacy of ear, and boasting of the 
complex harmonies of his style, should condescend 
to such an irritating defect. De Quincey says of 
one of the greatest masters of the htmiorous: 
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The gyration within which his (Lamb's) sentiment 
wheels, no matter oi what kind it may be, is always 
the shortest possible. It does not prolong itself, it 
does not repeat itself, it does not propagate itself. 

And he goes on to connect the failing with 
Lamb's utter insensibility to music, and indiffer- 
ence to "the rhythmical m prose composition/' 
The criticism is a fine one in its way, but it may 
perhaps explain some of De Quincey* s shortcom- 
ings in Lamb's peculiar sphere. De Quincey 's 
jokes are apt to repeat and prolong and propa- 
gate themselves, till they become tiresome; and 
the delicate touch of the true humourist, just 
indicating a half-comic, half-pathetic thought, 
is alien to De Quincey's more elaborate style. Yet 
he had a true and peculiar sense of humour. That 
faculty may be predominant or latent; it may 
form the substance of a whole book, as in the case 
of Sterne; or it may permeate every sentence, 
as in Carlyle's writings; or it may simply give a 
faint tinge, rather perceived by subsequent analy- 
sis than consciously felt at the time ; and in this 
lowest degree it frequently gives a certain charm 
to De Quincey's writing. When he tries overt acts 
of wit, he becomes simply vulgar ; when he directly 
aims at the humorous, we feel his hand to be 
rather heavy ; but he is occasionally very happy 
in that ironical method, of which the Essay on 
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Murder is the most notorious specimen. The 
best example, in my opinion, is the description of 
his elder brother in the Autobiographical Sketches. 
The accoimt of the rival kingdoms of Gombroon 
and Tigrasylvania ; of poor De Quincey's troubles 
in getting rid of his subjects' tails ; of his despair 
at the suggestion that by making them sit down 
for six hours a day they might rub them off in the 
course of several centuries ; of his ingenious plan 
of placing his imlucky island at a distance of 75 
degrees of latitude from his brother's capital; 
and of his dismay at hearing of the ** vast horns 
and promontories '' which nm down from all parts 
of the hostile dominions towards his unoffending 
little territory, are touched with admirable skill. 
The grave, elaborate detail of the perplexities of 
his childish imagination is pleasant, and at the 
same time pathetic. When, in short, by simply 
applying his usual stateliness of manner to a sub- 
ject a little beneath it in dignity, he can produce 
the desired effect, he is eminently successful. 
The same rhetoric which would be appropriate 
(to use his favourite illustration) in treating the 
theme of **Belshazzar the King giving a great 
feast to a thousand of his lords," has a certain 
piquancy, when for Belshazzar we substitute a 
schoolboy playing at monarchy. He is indulg- 
ing in a whimsical masquerade, and the pomp ja 




De Quincey 

assumed in sport instead of in earnest. Nobody 
can do a little mock majesty so well as he who on 
occasion can be seriously majestic. Yet when 
he altogether abandons his strong ground, and 
chooses to tumble and make grimaces before us, 
like an ordinary clown, he becomes simply of- 
fensive. The great tragedian is capable on due 
occasion of pleasant burlesque; but sheer imadul- 
terated comedy is beyond his powers, De Quincey, 
in short, can parody his own serious writing bet- 
ter than anybody, and the capacity is a proof 
that he had the faculty of humour ; but for a genu- 
ine substantive joke — a joke which, resting on its 
own merits, instead of being the shadow of his seri- 
ous writing, is to be independently humorous— he 
seems, to me at least, to be generally insufferable, 
De Quincey* s final claim to a unique position 
rests on the fact that his ''impassioned prose" 
was applied to confessions. He compares him- 
self, as I have said, to Rousseau and Augustine, 
The analogy with the last of these two writers 
would, I should imagine, be rather difficult to 
carry beyond the first part of resemblance ; but it 
is possible to make out a somewhat closer affinity 
to Rousseau. In both cases, at least, we have to 
deal with men of morbid temperament, ruined or 
seriously injured by their utter incapacity for self- 
restraint. So far, however, as their confessions 
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derive an interest from the revelation of char- 
acter, Rousseau is more exciting almost in the 
same proportion as he confesses greater weak- 
nesses. The record of such errors by their chief 
actor, and that actor a man of such singular ability, 
presents us with a strangely attractive problem. 
De Quincey has less to confess, and is less anxious 
to lay bare his own morbid propensities. His 
story excites compassion ; and, as in the famous 
episode of Anne, attracts us by the genuine 
tenderness and delicacy of feeling. He was free 
from the errors which make some of Rousseau's 
confessions loathsome, but he was also not the 
man to set fire, like Rousseau, to the hearts of a 
whole generation. His narrative is a delight to 
literary students ; not a volcanic outburst to 
shake the foimdations of society. Nearly all that 
he has to tell us is that he ran away from school, 
spent some time in London, for no very assignable 
reason, in a semi-starving condition, and then, 
equally without reason, surrendered at discretion 
to the respectabilities and went to Oxford like an 
ordinary htiman being. It is no doubt a proof of 
extraordinary literary power that the facts told 
with De Quincey' s comment of rich meditative 
eloquence become so fascinating. Unforttinately, 
though he managed to write recollections which 
are, in their way, tmique, he never achieved any- 
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thing at all comparable to his autobiographic 
revelations. Vague thoughts passed through his 
mind of composing a great work on Political 
Economy, or of writing a still more wonderful 
treatise on the Emendation of the Human Intellect. 
But he never seems to have made any decided 
steps towards the fulfilment of such dreams, and 
remained to the end of his days a melancholy 
specimen of wasted force. There is nothing, 
unfortiuiately, very tmcommon m the story^ 
except so far as its hero was a man of genius. The 
history of Coleridge exemplifies a still higher 
ambition^ resulting, it is true, in a much greater 
influence upon the thought of the age, but almost 
equally sad. Their Hves might be put into tracts 
for the use of opium-eaters ; and whilst there was 
still hope of redeeming them, it might have been 
worth while to condemn them with severity. 
Indignation is now out of place, and we can only 
grieve and pass by. When thousands of men are 
drinking themselves to death every year, there is 
nothing very strange or dramatic in the history of 
one ruined by opium instead of by gin. 

From De Quincey' s writings we get the notion of 
a man amiable, but with an imcertain temper; 
with fine emotions^ but an utter want of moral 
strength; and, in short, of a nature of much 
delicacy and tenderness retreating into opium 
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and the Lake district, from a world which was too 
rough for him. He uttered in many fragmentary 
ways his views of philosophy and politics. What- 
ever their value, De Qtiincey has of cotirse no claim 
to be an originator. He not only had not strength 
to stand alone, but he belonged to a pectiliar side- 
current of English thought. He was the adjective 
of which Coleridge was the substantive; and if 
Coleridge himself was an tmsatisfactory and im- 
perfect thinker, his imperfections are greatly 
increased in his friend and disciple. He shared 
that belief which some people have not yet aban- 
doned, that the answer to all our perplexities is to 
be f otind in some of the mysteries of German meta- 
physics. K we could only be taught to distinguish 
between the reason and the tinderstanding, the 
scales would fall from our eyes, and we should see 
that the Thirty-nine Articles contained the plan 
on which the universe was framed. He had an 
acquaintance, which, if his own opinion were cor- 
rect, was accurate and profound, with Kant's 
writings, and had studied Schelling, Fichte, and 
Hegel. He could talk about concepts and cate- 
gories and schematisms without losing his head 
amongst those metaphysical heights. He knew 
how by the theoretic reason to destroy all proofs 
of the existence of God, and then, by introducing 
the practical reason, to set the existence of God 
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beyond a doubt. He fancied that he was able to 
translate the technicalities of Kant into plain 
English ; and he believed that when so translated, 
they would prove to have a real and all-important 
meaning. If German metaphysics be a science, 
and not a mere edifice of moonshine; and if De 
Quincey had really penetrated the secrets of that 
science, we have missed a chance of enlighten, 
ment. As it is, we have little left except a coUec- 
tion of contemptuous prejudices. De Quincey 
thought himself entitled to treat Locke as a shallow 
pretender. The whole eighteenth century was, 
with one or two exceptions, a barren wilderness 
to him. He aspersed its reasoners, from Locke 
to Paley ; he scorned its poets with all the bitter- 
ness of the school which first broke loose from the 
rule of Pope ; and its prose-writers, with the excep- 
tion of Burke, were miserable beings in his eyes. 
He would have seen with little regret a holocaust 
of all the literature produced in England between 
the death of Milton and the rise of Wordsworth. 
Naturally, he hated an infidel with that kind of 
petulant bitterness which possesses an old lady in 
a country village, who has just heard that some 
wicked people dispute the story of Balaam's ass. 
And, as a corollary, he combined the whole French 
people in one sweeping censure, and utterly de- 
spised their morals, manners^ literature, and 
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political principles. He was a John Biill, as far as 
a man can be who is of weakly, nervotis tempera- 
ment, and believes in Kant. 

One or two illtistrations may be given of the 
force of these effeminate prejudices ; and it is to be 
remarked with regret that they are specially in- 
juriotis in a department where he otherwise had 
eminent merits, that, namely, of literary criticism. 
Any man who lived in the eighteenth century was 
pritnd facie a fool; if a free thinker, his case was 
all but hopeless; but if a French free thinker, it 
was desperate indeed. He lets us into the secret 
of his prejudices, which, indeed, is tolerably trans- 
parent in his statement that he fotmd it hard to 
reverence Coleridge when he supposed him to be 
a Socinian. Now, though a "liberal man," he 
could not hold a Socinian to be a Christian ; nor 
could he ** think that any man, though he make 
himself a marvellously clever disputant, ever 
could tower upwards into a very great philosopher, 
unless he should begin or end with Christianity. " 
The canon may be sotind, but it at once destroys 
the pretensions of such men as Hobbes, Spinoza, 
Himie, and even, though De Quincey considers him 
** a dubious exception, " Kant. Even heterodoxy 
is enough to alienate his sympathies. 

Think of a man [he exclaims about poor Whiston], 
who had brilliant preferment within his reach, drag- 
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ging his poor wife and daughter for half a century 
through the very mire of despondency and destitu- 
tion, because he disapproved of Athanasius, or be- 
cause the "Shepherd of Hernias" was not sufficiently 
esteemed by the Church of England, 

To do him justice^ De Quincey admits, in another 
passage, that this ridicule of a poor man for 
sacrificing his interests to his principles was not 
quite fair; but then Whiston was only an Arian, 
When Priestley, who was a far worse heretic, had 
his house sacked by a mob and his life endangered, 
De Quincey can scarcely restrain his exultation. 
He admits in terms that Priestley ought to be 
pitied, but adds that the fanaticism of the mob was 
*'much more reasonable" than the fanaticism of 
Priestley ; and that those who play at bowls must 
look out for rubbers. Person is to be detested for 
his letters to Travis, though De Quincey does not 
dare to defend the disputed text. He has, how- 
ever, a pleasant insinuation at command, Por- 
son, he says, stung Hke a hornet ; " it may chance 
that on this subject Master Porson will get stung 
through his coflSn, before he is many years deader/' 
What scholarlike badinage ! Political heretics 
fare little better. Fox's eloquence was '* ditch* 
water, " with a shrill effervescence of " imaginary 
gas/' Burnet was a "gossiper, slanderer, and 
notorious falsifier of facts." That one of his 
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sermons was burnt is "the most consolatory fact 
in his whole worldly career;" and he asks, 
" Would there have been much harm in tying his 
lordship to the sermon?" Jtmitis was not only 
a knave who ought to have been transported, but 
his literary success rested upon an utter delusion. 
He had neither "sentiment, imagination, nor 
generalisation." Johnson, though the best of 
Tories, lived in the wrong centtiry, and imluckily 
criticised Milton with foolish harshness. There- 
fore "Johnson, viewed in relation to Milton, was 
a maliciotis, mendacious, and dishonest man. " 

Let us turn to greater names. Goethe's best 
work was Werther, and De Qtiincey is convinced 
that his reputation "must decline for the next 
generation or two, until it reaches its just level." 
His merits have been exaggerated for three reasons 
— first, his great age; secondly, "the splendour of 
his official rank at the court of Weimar ;" thirdly, 
* * his enigmatical and unintelligible writing." But 
" in Germany his works are little read, and in this 
country not at all. " Wilhelm Meister is morally 
detestable, and, artistically speaking, rubbish. Of 
the author of the Philosophical Dictionary, of the 
Essai sur les Mamrs, of Candide, and certain other 
trifles, his judgment is that Horace Walpole's re- 
putation is the same in kind as the genuine reputa- 
tion of Voltaire : " Both are very splendid memoir 
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writers, and of the two, Lord Orford is the more 
brilliant/' In the same tone he compares Gibbon 
to Southey, giving the advantage to the latter on 
the score of his poetical abihty ; and his view of an- 
other great infidel may be inferred from the follow- 
ing phrase. One of Rousseau's opinions is only 
known to us through Cowper, **for in the un ven- 
tilated pages of its originator it would have lurked 
undisturbed down to this hour of June, 1819/' 

Voltaire and Rousseau have the double title 
to hatred of being Frenchmen and free thinkers. 
But even orthodox Frenchmen fare little better. 
"The French Bossuets, Bourdaloues, FInelons, 
etc., whatever may be thought of their meagre 
and attenuated rhetoric, are one and all the most 
commonplace of thinkers/' In fact, the mere 
mention of France acts upon him like a red rag on 
a buU. The French, " in whom the lower forms of 
passion are constantly bubbling up, from the 
shallow and superficial character of their feelings," 
are incapable of English earnestness. Their taste 
is " anything but good in all that department of wit 
and humottr"^ — the department, apparently , of 
anecdotes — '* and the groimd lies in their natural 
want of veracity;" whereas England bases upon 
its truthfulness a well-founded claim to **a moral 
pre-eminence among the nations," Belgians, 
French^ and Italians attract the inconsiderate by 
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"facile obseqtiiotisness, '• which, however, is a 
pendent of " impudence and insincerity. Want of 
principle and want of moral sensibility compose 
the original fundus of southern manners." Our 
fatilts of style, such as they are, proceed from 
our manliness. In Prance there are no unmarried 
women at the age which amongst us gives the 
insulting name of old maid. " What striking sac- 
rifices of sexual honour does this one fact argue! " 
The French style is remarkable for simplicity — 
** a strange pretension for anything French " but 
on the whole the intellectual merits of their style 
are small, "chiefly negative," and "founded on 
the accident of their colloquial necessities. " They 
are amply compensated, too, by "the prodigious 
defects of the French in all the higher qualities of 
prose composition." Even their handwriting is 
the "very vilest form of scribbling which exists 
in Europe," and they and the Germans are "the 
two most gormandising races in Europe. " They 
display a brutal selfishness in satisfying their 
appetites, whereas Englishmen at all public meals 
are remarkably conspicuous for " a spirit of mutual 
attention and self-sacrifice. " It is enough to show 
the real degradation of their habits, that they use 
the " odious gesture" of shrugging their shoulders, 
and are fond of the "vile ejaculation *bah!' " 
which is as bad as to puff the smoke of a tobacco- 
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pipe into your companion's face. They have 
neither self-respect nor respect for others . French 
masters are never dignified, though sometimes 
tyrannical; French servants are always^ even 
without meaning it, disrespectfully familiar. 
Many of their maimers and usages are '' essentially 
vulgar, and their apparent aflEability depends not 
on kindness of heart, but love of talking. " 

The impudence of the assertions is really 
amusing, though one cannot but regret that the 
vulgar prejudice of the old-fashioned John Bull 
should have been embodied in the pages of a 
master of our language. They are worth notice 
because they were not special to De Quincey, but 
characteristic of one very intelligible tendency 
of his generation. De Quincey* s prejudices are 
chiefly the reflection of those of the Coleridge 
school in general, though he added to them a few 
pet aversions of his own. At times his genuine 
acuteness of mind raises him above the teaching of 
his masters, or at least enables him to detect their 
weaknesses. He discovers Coleridge's plagiarisms , 
though he beheves and, inde^, speaks in the most 
exaggerated terms of his philosophical pretensions ; 
whilst, in treating of Wordsworth, he points out 
with great skill the fallacy of some of his theories 
and the inconsistency of his practice. But whilst 
keenly observant of some of the failings of his 
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friends, he reproduces others in even an exag- 
gerated type. He shows to the full their narrow- 
minded hatred of the preceding century, of all 
forms of excellence which did not correspond to 
their favourite types, and of all speculation which 
did not lead to, or start from, their characteristic 
doctrines. The error is fully pardonable. We 
must not look to men who are leading a revolt 
against established modes of thought for a full 
appreciation of the doctrines of their antagonists; 
and if De Quincey cotild recognise no merit in 
Voltaire or Rousseau, in Locke, Paley, or Jeremy 
Bentham, their followers were quite prepared to 
retaliate in kind. One feels, however, that such 
prejudices are more respectable when they are the 
foibles of a strong mind engaged in active warfare. 
We can pardon the old campaigner, who has be- 
come bitter in an internecine contest. It is not 
quite so pleasant to discover the same bitterness 
in a gentleman who has looked on from a distance, 
and never quite made up his mind to buckle on his 
armour. De Quincey had not earned the right of 
speaking evil of his enemies. If a man chances to 
be a Hedonist, he should show the good temper 
which is the best virtue of the indolent. To lie 
on a bed of roses, and snarl at everybody who 
contradicts your theories, seems to imply rather 
testiness of temper than strength of conviction. 
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De Quincey is a Christian on Epicurean principles. 
He dislikes an infidel because his repose is dis- 
turbed by the arguments of free thinkers . He fears 
that he will be forced to think conscientiously, 
and to polish his logical weapons afresh. He mut- 
t^:^ that the man is a fool, and could be easily 
thrashed if it were worth while, and then turns 
back to his opium and his rhetoric and his beloved 
Church of England. There is no pleasant er in- 
stitution for a gentleman who likes magnificent 
historical associations, and heartily hates the rude 
revolutionists who would turn the world upside 
down, and thereby disturb the rest of dreamy 
metaphysicians. 

He is quite pathetic, too, about the British Con- 
stitution, ''Destroy the House of Lords," he 
exclaims, ** and henceforward, for people like you 
and me, England will be no habitable land." 
Here, he seems to say, is one charming elysium, 
where no rude hand has swept away the cobwebs 
or replaced the good old-fashioned machinery; 
here we may find rest in the *'pure, holy, and 
magnificent Church," whose, Articles, mtorpreted 
by Coleridge, may guide us through the most 
wondrous of metaphysical labyrinths, and dwell 
in a grand constitutional edifice, rich in picturesque 
memories, and blending into one complex harmony 
elements contributed by a long series of centuries* 
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And you, wretched French revolutionists, with 
your love of petty precision, and irreverent radi- 
cals and utilitarians, with your grovelling material 
notions, propose to level, and destroy, and break 
in upon my delicious reveries. No old Hebrew 
prophet could be more indignant with the enemy 
who threatened to break down the carved work 
of his temples with axes and hammers. But his 
complaint is, after all, the voice of the sluggard. 
Let me dream a little longer; for much as I love 
my country and its institutions, I cannot rouse 
myself to fight for them. It is enough if I call 
their assailants an ugly name or so, and at times 
begin to write what might be the opening pages 
of the preface to some very great work of the 
future. Alas ! the first digression diverts the 
thread of the discourse ; the task becomes trouble- 
some, and the labour is abruptly broken off. And 
so in a life of seventy-three years De Quincey read 
extensively and thought acutely by fits, ate an 
enormous quantity of opium, wrote a few pages 
which revealed new capacities in the language, 
and provided a good deal of respectable padding 
for magazines. It sounds, and many people will 
say that it is, a harsh and, perhaps they will add, a 
stupid judgment. If so, they may find plenty of 
admirers who will supply the eulogistic side here 
too briefly indicated. I will only say two things : 
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first, that there are very few writers who have 
revealed new capacities in the language, and in 
English literature they might almost be counted 
on the fingers. Secondly, I must confess that I 
have often consulted De Quincey in regard to 
biographic and critical questions, and that though 
I have generally found something to admire, I have 
always found gross inaccuracies and almost always 
eflEeminate prejudices and mere flippancies draped 
in elaborate rhetoric. I take leave, therefore, to 
insist upon faults which are passed over too easily 
by writers of more geniality than I claim to 
possess. 

END OF VOLUME I. 
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